
Casa de Respiro



Who  are you, and how are you involved with La 
Casa de Respiro (the Deep Breath House1)?

Loreto: My name is Loreto Rodríguez de Rivera, I’m one of the 
founders of the project, and actually more responsible for 
the aspect of accompanying the clients, we could say.

Sara: I’m Sara García, and I work as part of the technical team, that 
works on the psychosocial, corporal, and medical support. My work is 
in osteopathy and diaphreotherapy (a yoga-like alternative therapy). 

Víctor: I’m Víctor Arias, and I work mostly in the areas 
of client accompaniment and management of the 
activists’ travel and stay in Casa de Respiro.

Why the name ‘Casa de Respiro’? 

Loreto: Well, because, really, the project is a house where people 
come to take a breather from their activities and their work and 
their stressful life, dedicated to defending human rights. And we 
wanted to make it a place where one could come to breathe easy. 

I see Casa is a project by defenred (literally 
‘ActivistNetwork’). What is defenred?

Víctor: Really, Casa de Respiro is the fundamental part of the project. 
The initial idea was to do many more things, but at the moment, the 
main project is Casa de Respiro. Around Casa we’re gradually forming 
a larger network. That is to say, this is a space where the activists come 
to take a breath, but the bigger idea is to build a wider network around 
it. We’re in a rural environment and the idea is that the activists feel 
kind of supported by this environment, by this network of people. We 
also belong to some wider networks of other organizations, but the 
most interesting thing is that the people, on coming to this space, 
can find a large group of people who collaborate with us and come 
to form part of their lives. Some more, some less, because they aren’t 
here very long; but that’s kind of the spirit of what this network is.

The description of the project says “The nature of the work of human 
rights activists in many of the world’s countries forces activists to 
face very stressful situations, including threats or direct risk for their 
lives or the lives of their loved ones. When this situation is sustained 

1 The name in Spanish, ‘Casa del Respiro,’ translates more literally 
to ‘the House of Rest’ or ‘the House of Taking a Breath’
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over a long period of time, it can have consequences on the activist’s physical 
and psychic health. The health and well-being of human rights activists can 
often be found to be affected, and this is an area in which they should find 
more support.” How did you come up with this idea? Who developed it into 
a functioning project? Can you talk to us about the origin of the project? 

Loreto: The origin of the project is, we were four people who joined together in the 
beginning, and through the work experience of some of us we could see how this 
was a necessity in society, especially in the area of human rights. Many activists 
have to leave their countries because they’re threatened, and some have to relocate 
temporarily to other sites, but there wasn’t a space where they could come to 
rest for a while, in order to later return to their countries and keep working. That’s 
where the idea came from. We needed a space, so we built what became the Casa 
de Respiro on our property, taking advantage of the fact that we have the grounds 
on which to make it, and also thinking that if in a given moment the project doesn’t 
work or stops working, we’ll still have that house built.  Casa is in the Madrid sierra, 
in a town in the north sierra. And from there, we started contacting organizations 
that work with human rights activists and explaining this project and so they 
would send people here to get that moment of taking a breath, of resting. 

Víctor: About this topic of the project’s origin, I think there are plenty of organizations 
that dedicate a lot to the cause of rescuing human rights activists when they’re 
in dangerous situations, but there aren’t many who dedicate themselves to 
what we do at Casa. And I say a lot, but there aren’t a lot, not as many as there 
should be, and in the last few years, in fact, we can confirm that there are more 
and more of these situations of conflict. So it’s more and more necessary.

One of the realities that we observed -- and this is why the project got 
started -- is that the area of rest is one that isn’t covered. The problem is 
that we end up with human rights activists who, after many years working, 
have a ton of health issues, a ton of problems, because they’re people who 
haven’t had a break in a long time, right? The majority have to do with 
stress, with working 24 hours seven days a week. So, seeing that a place 
for rest isn’t already offered, we wanted to offer it. People don’t come when 
they’re in a dangerous situation, instead, they come to work on self-care. 

Are you a collective, an association? What legal structure 
have you chosen to register this project as?

Loreto: We organize it like a nonprofit association; really, the general structure is 
simply a legal way of organizing ourselves for when we’ll need to present ourselves 
to someone, or ask for or talk about money. In reality, we don’t think too much 
about the legal structure. It isn’t something that we’ve given much importance to. 
We’re a nonprofit association, registered in the registry of associations, and we work 
from there. We don’t do all the legal things that an association should have to do, 
I don’t know if it’s okay to say that, but… (laughter). We don’t have assemblies or 
take minutes.We decided on this structure to be able to be something whenever 
you introduce yourself because they always ask, “But who are you guys?” So, well, 
we say we’re an association called La Masiega, and our project is defenred.

Víctor: Yeah, really the association has been useful for introducing ourselves 
but it doesn’t have any greater purpose. It lets us have members which is a 
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method of financing, it lets us have people that collaborate with the association 
in a legal way, and have everything legalized. And not much more. 

Are there salaried people working in Casa?

Víctor: No. It’s a topic that we proposed at one point, but the leap to having 
a salaried person is a big one. It doesn’t interest us right now, it’s not a 
topic that interests us. I’m not saying that in the future we couldn’t do it. 
It would lead to a series of legal questions which at the moment seem 
like they would complicate our lives more than it would help us.

What does it mean to work, or how does the concept of 
work change in the context of Casa de Respiro? 

Loreto: I believe, at least for me, it isn’t a job like my job, nor is it a vocation, 
because I’m a professor, and I know that I feel vocationed for teaching, but it’s like 
completing part of a dream. It’s like something more in your life, above all when 
the project is in your own house, when in the end it’s something you live and 
coexist with. I’ve never considered this like work or like volunteering, but rather like 
something more that we dreamed before, and with time has come to fruition.

Sara: Well, for me, I’m not sure if I would describe it as work or as a form of life. 
I would also like to be part of an association where you see mutual support that 
doesn’t have to be mediated or motivated by money or bureaucracy. I think that 
if we organized life in another way and participated more, bureaucracy would 
turn into something more. So my work here is to support the society I want to 
live in, supporting each other and giving support to the people who could use 
it. And also, in part, learning. This also helps us to create networks, to know 
experiences that, if it weren’t for the ‘excuse’ of Casa, we wouldn’t have. 

Víctor: I wouldn’t know how to answer you very well. Actually, this is a job. I think 
of it like that because I always think that if I win the lottery one day, I would stop 
working for a salary, but I wouldn’t stop working. I always think of this as the space 
where I’d like to dedicate the greater part of my time. So it’s work in that sense, 
because it’s something that moves you to action. It’s work in an interesting sense, 
which is, doing it professionally; that is to say, the fact that we’re volunteers doesn’t 
mean that our work isn’t professional. And this is something that I’ve always tried to 
work on regarding associations. The fact that you do things as a volunteer doesn’t 
mean that you do them badly, but rather the opposite; usually, it’s the opposite. 
So it seems to me that in that sense it’s professional. But then I’m kind of in line 
with what Sara said about understanding this as a form of life. It seems to me 
like it would be good for us to be able to dedicate a large part of our time to this 
kind of thing, that has to do with caring for other people. We’re lucky enough to 
live in a society that, although we complain about it a lot, is lightyears ahead of 
others on the level of rights. So my work here is a way of contributing my grain 
of sand. I think about it a lot, but by now I’m too old to go travelling around or 
to go work abroad for this, so offering my house and my welcome to people who 
come is a way of returning to the world a little of everything you have; I don’t 
know if the reason you have it is fair or not, or if you just have it and that’s it. 
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How do you sustain this kind of project? Do you get Institutional support of 
some kind? What kind of relationship do you have with the Institutions?

Loreto: As far as economic sustainability, we decided at the beginning to not receive 
subsidies, not to ask for them, because that requires certain things that at the moment 
we aren’t working on. And what’s more, we’ve had the experience of having worked 
on the issue of the social and what it means to be a project dependent on public 
money, if suddenly that money disappears and then the project is over just because 
of a lack of money. So the decision was clear. Only individual members –– and our 
membership is growing at the moment. Our initial idea was for 100 people who would 
give 100 € per year, because we figured with 10,000 € we’d have enough to function 
perfectly. We haven’t managed to get those hundred collaborating members, but 
we keep growing and we’ve gotten on well. It’s also true that above all in the area of 
airfare, we’ve received one-time contributions from the organizations that send the 
people or other organizations that have funds stored for financing plane tickets. But 
it’s just that one specific purchase of the ticket, the rest are individual contributions. 

How many members are there?

Víctor: About 40. We have other sources of income. This year, for example, we’ve 
had the book Relatos para Respirar (“Stories for Breathing”). There could be one-
time donations, like for example a few years ago some friends got married and one 
of the things they put in their wedding registry was that the people collaborate with 
defenred, instead of doing gifts. So, there are some ingenious solutions that help us 
to survive. It’s also true, I believe, that the spirit of the organization is to not be costly, 
and I think that’s one of its good decisions. If we had to pay for rent, if we had to pay 
for something annual, well, it would be much harder to maintain. I think that’s also 
something that gives it value, the fact that the people can see that with very little 
money you can do big things. It isn’t necessary to have an infrastructure of thousands 
of millions, thousands of euros in order to function. Sometimes small things work too.  

For many of the collectives we’re talking with, 15M represented 
a moment of reorganization, reinvention, and strengthening. 
Was this moment at all related to the opening of Casa?

Víctor: We haven’t had any relationship with 15M. That is, at the start… I believe 
the 15M had a lot of force in Madrid, which is the capitol. Here there were 
people, there were groups in certain towns that did start to organize a little 
more, but the truth is that the sierra was pretty well structured, and the people 
that were involved in 15M were the people who were already organized before. 
So in most cases, it wouldn’t be considered a revolution. There have been some 
changes in some towns, but for us as an organization, it hasn’t affected us.

Loreto: No; the majority of us, furthermore, come historically from social 
collectives, that is, it wasn’t something new for us. It’s true that with the 15M 
many people’s social conscience awoke; it was like, “It’s possible to do things 
together!” But we knew how to do things together before, so I don’t believe 
that influenced us like that. It was a moment where you see more people 
that are uniting to do things, but for us as a project, it didn’t impact us. 

Casa welcomes people from “A community of human rights activists.” Can you explain 
what kinds of people end up staying here? What’s the process like for coming here?
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Víctor: Well, in principle, we’re a tiny organization, so what we ask is that the people 
who come are brought in by some ‘recognized’ organization, let’s say, that works in 
human rights. And that they indicate that the person coming has a clear need for this 
breather, this rest. Surprisingly (because I think that it’s something we didn’t expect), 
we’ve had all kinds of people, from people who work with women to people who 
work with territory, people who work with the environment, lawyers, more grassroots 
people, farmers… the majority have been women but there are men too; there’s 
been people from Africa, Asia. For us, it’s been kind of a surprise. In principle, the 
condition is that they work in the area of human rights. That was the fundamental 
condition. And as far as how they come, well, we’ve made certain alliances with 
some organizations that we’ve known throughout this time, for example, ‘Iniciativa 
Mesoamericana’ (Mesoamerican Initiative), which is an organization of women activists 
for human rights that has been working in various Central American countries for 
many years, and they, for example, send us someone every year, or other collectives, 
or people that we’ve met through other people generating networks. And so the 
recommendations come to us through these people. We don’t have a very large 
capacity; we take in three to five people per year, normally three is the goal. So we 
can’t do a massive campaign because we don’t have the capacity for many people.

How much time do people stay at Casa?

Loreto: The maximum time is usually three months, because the tourist visa comes 
to an end, which is what they can get in Spain. Normally what we suggest is a 
stay between four and six weeks, which we consider sufficient time to do, well, to 
complete the experience, but it’s true that it’s hard for a person to find a month 
or six weeks of vacation, or to leave their children for that long, or leave their 
country, so in general, the average is four to five weeks that the people are here.

How do you organize Casa’s internal functioning?

Víctor: It’s kind of member-based, which is to say that we’re a central group who 
can be 3, 6, 8 people depending on the year and the circumstances of the moment. 
So the group meets up throughout the year, and some of us handle more of the 
management, others manage more the technical part of the support when the 
team is there. So the people that are more part of the support, we do more of the 
coordination, when the people come, we meet with them and analyze the agenda 
with them, although the principle goal is for there not to be an agenda, that is, that 
the people unburden themselves from agendas. So we sit with them, and we look at 
possible activities and coordinate with them. And there’s not one person who takes 
charge of this, various people take turns accompanying those who come through here. 

Loreto: Then, we take turns talking with the contacts before the activists come, 
because we have to talk with the activists, see about the issue of the ticket, 
health insurance, any needs that person might have, and we split up that work 
among ourselves. Similarly, if we do other kinds of activities, someone takes 
on the role of coordinating, but there’s not one coordinator; we take turns. 

Víctor: We’re all in a close environment, the majority composed of people who 
live here, in this town.  Some live a little further, but the majority here. So there’s 
basically two different parts. One is the part where the person is at the property,  
and the other is the rest of the time. So in the rest of the time, communication is 
kind of everyone’s job.  That’s when we meet once a month, we have meetings, 



/#442 Constellation
of the Commons Casa de Respiro

we prepare for the year, we see who’s coming and who’s not, we see what 
requests there are. And that’s work we all do. And then, when the people are 
here, everyone does their part. The technical team has their hours, their dates, 
and if they need something, there’s always one of us who can talk to someone 
on the technical team to coordinate if there’s some difficulty or issue. 

The core organizing team is made up of six people. 
Were these people already friends?

Loreto: Yes, well –– 

Víctor:  –– and we still are! (Laughter) 

Loreto: There’s a lot of history with this. There’s a group that have known each 
other for a long time, then part of this group ran into another group doing other 
work in Madrid, and that became another group, and then we came to live in 
the sierra, and we’ve met people that we didn’t know before. But yes, we’re all 
friends; we were friends and we continue to be friends –– for now. (Laughter)

Víctor: As far as structure, it’s important to say that although this core group is six 
people, one of the things that we’ve been working on, especially during the last two 
to three years, is trying to incorporate more people into this, not just because this 
is a hard thing to handle just ourselves, but also because of philosophy. Sometimes 
coordinating work with other people is more work than just doing it alone. It’s like what 
happens in homes with little kids, right? That it’s easier to do it yourself. But normally, in 
the end, it’s the opposite; in the end, the fact that there’s a lot of people has a positive 
impact overall-- a positive impact for the activists, and for the people who get involved. 
So there is a wider group that we’re working on coordinating with, incorporating with, 
and we aren’t friends, in fact we meet most of them for the first time when they come.

On the web, you explain that the people who stay at Casa have the opportunity 
to travel to Spain, to the north sierra of the community of Madrid, for a period 
of various weeks, with the objective “to offer a period of rest and breathing 
that serves for physical and psychological recuperation… we are obviously 
facing an important labor of care and selfcare. Can you explain what’s meant 
by care and self-care in this context, and how that work manifests itself? 

Sara: Self-care, which is something we really revolve around, also has to do with 
the power to analyze and utilize one’s own resources for well-being. And those 
resources emerge through analysis of your own situation, and through analysis of 
your environment. And based on this, to be able to see how you can support yourself, 
how you can sustain yourself when the institution doesn’t sustain you. Leisure and 
rest are very important, because it’s not a matter of implementing theories or doing a 
simple theoretical analysis; instead, I believe, one of the most successful parts of the 
project is experimentation. It’s being able to experience that when you rest, you can 
look at your reality in a different way. We do both things at the same time. It’s about 
doing the work of resting, of meeting people, of finding yourself in a group with more 
people, but also of doing an analysis of your psychological, corporal, and physical 
state, and of seeing where you have the resources to be able to take care of yourself 
and your environment. The people who come from caring from other people know 
plenty. It has more to do with how in order to care for other people, you have to be 
okay, too.  And we also wonder what we’re creating if it’s leading to the exhaustion 
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that these people are experiencing, what kind of society are we creating. We think the 
most important issue is the issue of the struggle, or of achieving goals, but beyond 
that the path that you create for yourself is important in itself. And, well, that’s kind 
of the general philosophy, but what I would emphasize is the importance of the 
integration of everything they do; that is, going on an excursion or walking around are 
just as important as medical support. Because many times when you return, you’re 
not going to have the medical support, but you will be able to say, “It’s helped me a 
lot to talk about this problem I have,” or, “It’s helped me a lot to cook and have three 
meals a day,” or, “It’s helped me a lot to read a book that doesn’t have anything to do 
with a political essay.” Everyone has that thing that sustains them, right? Also, a lot of 
the time, it’s resuming relationships, for example, when families have come, they’ve 
had a space for enjoying their own family, where not everything’s about survival. 
Discovering that sometimes the best support we can find was close to us all along.

Víctor: For me, something that we say a lot, that I believe is very important, is that 
self-care is something political. And we defend it as such. When we started the 
project, sometimes you talked to people, and they asked, “So they go on vacation?” 
Well, yes, but no. That is to say that it isn’t a vacation. It’s about recovering certain 
spaces as political –– one’s own body, one’s family, if you want to make one, one’s 
relationships, the things Sara talked about. I think it’s really important to retake this as 
a political matter. It isn’t something that just has to do with taking time off, or relaxing 
on vacation. And in fact, it’s one of the objectives in the time they spend here to do 
that analysis that I talked about to build something different for when they return to 
their countries. And many times, this building happens because you, as an activist, 
or we, can justify that self-care and care is just an important and political a part of 
the movement as the work we do. Then, apart from that, there’s a political question 
regarding the movements, because if we continue like this, and we continue without 
working on self-care, we’re probably going to exhaust ourselves and there will come 
a moment when we cease to exist.  But that part of each person justifies that space 
as something necessary and something political too, and it reclaims that in their 
organization, that that organization generate this space, and generate it politically; 
that’s something that we defend, and that we believe is very important and necessary. 

What kind of therapies or support geared toward self-care do you offer these people? 

Sara: The technical support team is four of us: the doctor, who intervenes with 
synthergy; the psychologist, who offers significant psycho-social support; one 
person who does osteopathy and sacrocraneal therapy, and me, and I do 
osteopathy and diaphreotherapy (diafreoterapia, a yoga-like alternative therapy). 
So between the four of us, we offer those resources. You do a little analysis 
of the situation, you learn specific techniques, because you work on one side 
with restructuring, relaxing, and then incorporating techniques. When you don’t 
address things from theory but rather from practice, it’s pretty interesting; relaxing 
first, letting go, and getting rid of the blocks to be able to absorb the rest. And 
to be able to plant seeds. That’s why you do interventions with different kinds 
of techniques. They have more or less one session a week with each of us, 
and it depends on the person and the problem they come with, they address 
it in different ways. But the four of us are always involved in interventions. 

Víctor: It’s important to keep in mind that the technical work we’re referring 
to isn’t about doing a specific therapy. I believe that it’s a therapeutic 
process, but therapies take more time. They always tell us that. It’s really 
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an accompaniment that helps you discover and analyze yourself. 

Do you have any protocol for preparing for the arrival of this 
person and to be able to advise them in their self-care?

Loreto: Before they come, we ask some questions, we know a little about their 
work, but in reality, you don’t know until they come here what state they’ll come 
in. Because there are people that have come in a state of almost not being 
able to stay standing, due to what they’ve been living, and there are younger 
people, they’re less punished by life, and they’ve arrived in a better state. Until 
we see them here, we don’t talk to them, until the first week passes, more or 
less, we don’t really know exactly how they are, no matter what they tell you. 

You talk about a “new concept of safety that’s opening pathways 
with a wider definition, which among other concepts includes well-
being as a fundamental variable.” Can you explain this concept of 
“Safety/Security” from the perspective of Casa de Respiro? 

Víctor: As far as the issue of safety, the idea is that it should be considered more 
holistically.  Think how in recent years, we started to hear in a lot of forums about 
integral safety, because we always talk about safety only talking about the physical, 
and talking about protection. And so one of the objectives is that safety be something 
more integral, so the emotional part is as important as the physical. Of course, the 
physical is in first place, but what we discovered many times is that neglecting the 
emotional aspect leads to neglecting the physical. So the concept of safety is a wider 
concept that includes the person and that political aspect that we talked about before. 

On the subject of care-takers, you wrote the following on the web: “What 
isn’t easy is convincing the activist that self-care and mutual support are 
elements that should be taken into consideration as fundamental for 
continuing their work for human rights with a long-term perspective.” 
Can you explain the reason for this difficulty with the activists?

Víctor: I believe that there’s a very serious problem, something we talk about in 
many forums, and it’s that there’s a philosophy of fighting to the death, considered 
very honorable in general, in many of these fields. So being the one who works the 
most, for example, gets you certain benefits. We would talk, for example, about how 
when you’re a person who’s in a lot of risk, the European Union gives you an aid 
donation. If you’re not in much risk, they don’t give it to you. The EU or a country, 
to give you asylum, has to believe that you’ve suffered a lot, but no one takes care 
of those who haven’t suffered to this extreme. Many of the activists, when they 
come, say, “I didn’t want to come, because there are others that deserve it more 
than me.” I think practically everyone has said that. And think how they’re used 
to taking care of things or people, but they don’t recognize the necessity of that 
kind of care. It’s always a price that they don’t deserve. “There are people who are 
worse than me.” And that’s one of the first things to work on. I always thought 
that once we started to be more well-known in the project, this would be more 
busy, but there aren’t that many requests to come. There are even people who 
when they come, they tell you, “I didn’t want to come, they practically forced me, 
because they saw I needed it.” It’s more because the rest of the group saw that you 
needed it than because you yourself were able to see it. That’s kind of the key. 
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What have you learned from your experience as caretakers?

Loreto: I believe we’ve learned a lot of things throughout these years because first, 
we’ve learned the therapeutic value of solidarity. At the beginning we thought that just 
a massage, or psychological therapy, or a visit to the doctor, is what cures you of your 
problems. But I believe we’ve realized that there are other things that almost cure more 
than that same visit to the doctor. The feeling that there are people who support you, 
the feeling that you’re building something together. Everyone has left here content. 
But many of them, I think the great majority, when they talk about what helped them 
the most -- everything helped them but what sticks with them is seeing that there 
are people who dedicate their  time to be with them, to talk, to build relationships, 
I believe that it’s one of the most important things. Then with the team, too, we’ve 
learned to work together, we’ve gotten to know each other, we’ve seen everyone’s little 
things, and I think that we’re aware that we don’t want to burn ourselves out. Working 
with people who work on behalf of others, and who are in such bad shape, makes us 
think that we don’t want to get to that point of working for people and being in a bad 
state. At least we have that in mind. And I think that we keep learning more every day. 

What’s a person’s life like in at Casa de Respiro?

Víctor: The first and second days, what we do is a little meeting with them to try 
to be conscious that they came to spend time alone and find themselves again, 
something which isn’t easy for anyone in general. In that meeting, you just plan 
the first days. They have all this free time, most people don’t know anyone here, 
and even if they do, they don’t usually leave for the first week. So the first week is 
basically a lot of walks, a lot of leisure activities, some food, some dinner, and then 
one appointment per week with each one of the professionals, and trying to kind 
of enjoy the environment, and trying to find a place for themselves here. After the 
first four or five days pass, people are can already kind of see the dimensions of 
the project, and we start doing a little more planning. But there’s not much more 
planning. Every person is their own world, with their own needs. That’s where 
the wider group of people comes in. The idea is to involve more people, and I 
believe one of the most spectacular parts of the project is getting these people to 
integrate with this person even if they don’t have anything to do with them, or it’s 
complicated sometimes, just passing an afternoon together, a morning, a meal, a 
dinner. And what Loreto said is that the greatest positive experiences come from 
this. And then the techniques offer them a few tools. The idea is that while they’re 
here, they can also work on their challenges on their own, with these tools.

Sara: Yes, it’s easier when you take a calm moment free of any urgency to implement 
the tools that we offer. As there are four of us, it’s easier for them to be able to 
ask, to question, to do specific exercises, to do analysis, so they don’t bring a 
ton of material to work on where they won’t be able to work on them. It’s about 
what they implement here. On the walks, we think about what strikes them, what 
worries them, the pain, the annoyance, or the anxiety, we look what’s happening, 
what thought is causing that, and we work on it during the four weeks we have. 

Loreto: And they carry out daily life. They have their kitchen, they have to go shopping, 
to buy, cook, go onto the street to do their things, everything that’s implied in living. 
They aren’t integrated into our family life, rather they make their life here, and they 
integrate or don’t integrate depending on how they are, how they find themselves.
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Víctor: One of the objectives is to try to discover the little things in life, the pleasure 
in those little things. Many people do comment on the pleasure of having time to 
cook, read. There’s a cultural center and a library here, and they go there to be 
able to “waste time”-- whatever that means –– for a morning, reading or chatting 
with people. That’s the goal, to try to discover that kind of thing and reclaim 
them for your daily life after your stay. In some cases –– because sometimes 
people come with their kids, with their family –– it’s also to reclaim family spaces, 
go to the pool, if that does you good, go on a walk, whatever. Then, the sierra 
offers many activities, so, sometimes there’s a shearing or there’s an I-don’t-
know-what, so you take advantage of what’s there. That’s kind of the spirit. 

Among your objectives, you talk about “generating interactions with 
Spanish society so that they can explain and bring closer the reality of 
their community and their work.” This informative activity about the 
problems that the activists are involved with connects to the environment 
of informal education. How do you organize this activity? 

Loreto: We’ve been varying the format a little. We’re conscious that there’s many of 
these realities that aren’t known here because many of the things about situations 
in countries that we learn about when an activist comes never come out in the 
media. All that gets out is what they want to get out. We think it’s a very interesting 
moment for the rest of the people to be able to inform themselves about these 
other realities, these other situations. At the beginning of the project, we started to 
organize chats with pretty large public broadcasting. Putting up posters, for example, 
if someone comes from El Salvador, “This person is going to talk about the situation 
of El Salvador, how they are over there, how they live, the dangers.” Sometimes 
it was a little frustrating,  because not many people would come, so you built the 
entire event infrastructure just for five to six people. We also tried to do it in Madrid, 
but between the fact that the dates are usually in the summer months, times when 
the people leave more, and that the people who are interested are interested in 
so many things that they have numerous activities, we sometimes think it’s a little 
excessive. Then we moved on to the format of personalized invitations, as the circle 
of people interested in defenred has grown, and the amount of people who know 
the project has grown, we’ve -- when someone comes and is interested in talking 
about their work, well, we already have an invitation. A meeting with the activist to 
talk about their work and their situation, and that’s how we’ve received the largest 
responses. At one point I was in charge of twenty people. We’ve organized the 
meetings in a cultural center that exists here, but by doing it in this personalized 
way, I believe that more people have come, it’s lead to a greater response. 

Víctor: One of the things that we’d like for the people to understand is that they 
don’t come to to make an impact or to lobby. The goal isn’t to convince anyone. First, 
because we don’t have the capacity, and then because that implies a time that isn’t 
for rest. As far as the initial chats, another inconvenience is that the people prepare 
the talks, and that isn’t the goal. The idea, for example the other day when we did 
one, it was a dinner with the person, we already said, “Don’t prepare anything. Come, 
tell us what you do, the people will ask you questions, we’ll chat a little, and that’s 
it.” So it’s more a therapeutic space where the people listen to what you’re doing, 
where the people -- where you can see people in another area who recognize that 
what you’re doing is something important, because often one of the problems of the 
activists is that in place of origin, even within their families, or the society, they have 
problems because of the type of work they do. And also to be able to be in another 
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area like this, and see yourself recognized for your work, I believe that’s something 
interesting and kind of therapeutic. So it’s more or less along these lines, what we 
try to do. And then there’s the other thing, well, with the more collaborative, wider 
group which sometimes goes deeper. But well, that isn’t the idea. In fact, one of 
our policies is not to ask too many questions. I mean, this isn’t about people coming 
here to make martyrs of themselves all over again, which is one of the problems that 
we see when people come to tour Europe, but rather it’s about the opposite. We 
try to lighten the load, we want what you tell to be more the result of your needs, 
of your desire to tell it, than trying to demonstrate or tell the awfulness of it.

People often talk about the therapeutic value of active 
listening. Has this been your experience with Casa?

Loreto: yes, the people aren’t used to being heard. But what’s more, it isn’t a listening 
where I sit and you tell me, but rather while taking a walk, you see that the person 
is starting to tell you things, starting to tell you things about their life, their work, 
and at the end of the walk, they say that they feel better, and you haven’t done 
anything. They talk about such interesting things, they don’t seem interesting to them, 
but they tell you their lives, their histories, and I believe they aren’t used to being 
listened to like people. Surely in their countries they’ve given many talks, they’ve had 
many discussions, or they’ve talked to large groups of communities in their work 
in the struggle for rights. But I believe that in a one-on-one conversation, drinking 
coffee, taking a walk or sitting on the shore of the reservoir if you’re going swimming, 
I believe it’s an experience that they’re really grateful for, to feel heard. And we 
learn a ton; I believe in the end, we get more than they do. At least, I believe so.  

Do you think that the defense of human rights is talked about enough in 
our society? Do you think it’s an unresolved issue? How do you think we can 
implement the changes necessary in the environment of education? 

Loreto: I believe it’s very much an unresolved issue. I’ve been a professor of 
“Citizenship,” the subject so criticized by various people. I don’t know if as a subject 
or whatever, if there should be value given to it. I work with adolescents, you have to 
make the adolescents come to terms with what society really is, what’s happening, 
because their views are really biased, depending on their family, you only know 
what your parents want you to know. And when you talk to them about different 
things, there are people who say, “And this is really happening?” I don’t know as far 
as a subject in school, throughout everything that they explain, if there has to be 
something more. It’s true that it’s difficult. I work in a catholic high school, and there 
are things that they don’t see well. It’s complicated to talk about certain values, certain 
circumstances, certain situations, and still I believe that at least in the environment I 
work in, there’s a much larger space of dialogue than I’d hoped opening. Regarding 
many topics. But what strikes me is the kids’ ignorance of what the world is. They can 
be aware of the boats, because right now they’re seeing the refugees arriving, and 
all the people that drown and such, but they keep saying, “What are they coming 
for?” No one knows what’s happening in their countries, no one knows what they’re 
living, or why someone would decide to leave their country and board boats like this. 
For example, this year the kids who knew about the defenred book bout it and said, 
“But this, where is it happening?” I told them, and the kids look at you like they can’t 
believe it. They should have access to more alternative media or something, where 
they can inform themselves. Because not even access to the internet is enough if 
they don’t know what to look for. There’s free access to the internet, you can look 
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up what you want and see what you want, but they don’t know to look for it.  

As a society, what would you say are our most important unresolved issues?

Sara: To reclaim the town, maybe not exactly the way it was before, but to 
manifest it, to start to use the media and today’s knowledge to distance 
ourselves from this capitalist, individualist society. Not all the support has to 
be institutional; it’s more in the environment, in normal day-to-day life. 

Víctor: Yes, I was listening to Loreto and I was thinking that a lot of our problems 
aren’t from the educational institutions, they’re part of society. The issue of how we 
access information in the end is a societal problem. We live in a society marked by 
image consulting, which is what makes people make certain decisions over others, 
often not based on any ideological backing or any process of mental analysis, 
but more temporary things that have to do with groups in power who dominate 
the media. It’s a complicated topic because I think we live in a society where the 
problem right now has to do with over-information, not the lack of it, where it’s 
so easy to start a rumor, or for someone with certain power to generate a wrong 
idea. That’s why it’s kind of complicated to think about society on a global level. I 
think the kind of thing that we do, being able to have close and direct contact with 
an activist who lives in another area of the world can give you that vision of how 
they work and, and can make them able to see how we work here. I believe we 
can start to generate those kinds of networks to create something kind of different. 
Because waiting for some big thing is kind of complicated. I do believe reality 
should enter into the institutions, but reality is so malleable, the concept of reality 
and post-truth, that in the end I’ve found that only in one-on-one interactions, 
in small communities connected with other communities is where you can find 
trustworthy alternatives. Maybe one solution would be to see how people like us 
and like people in other areas can generate some kind of alternative network.

How is does this project keep itself separate from welfare 
and paternalistic eurocentric proposals? 

Víctor: This is something very much of the right wing, this accusing people of 
paternalism/being do-gooders, because now we’re not going to be able to do 
anything good. I think that doing good things is good. It’s not good to do them with 
the Judeochristian concept of I’m superior to you. That’s kind of the idea: justice. 
That when you do these things, you’re doing them with the goal of reaching social 
justice. Obviously there’s a difference between us, because I’m here and they’re 
there, and that’s a reality for better or worse. I think the only thing that saves us 
from that is that we’re hunting for justice, and one thing is evident and that’s 
that the people who come are equals with us. All the relationships with all the 
people who come and the relationships that last after, they’re always horizontal. 
The huge problem of clueless paternalism, that has to do with the charitable nuns 
of years ago, that kind of philosophy, of charity based on poor understanding. 

What collectives or projects are you connected with?

Víctor: Since a few years ago we’ve been generating a network of collectives that 
work in human rights and cooperation in Madrid. We work with other networks 
in other areas, also in Central America and South America, but overall in Madrid, 
and although our link there is debatable as we aren’t close to Madrid, we aren’t 
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close to Madrid, we try to support as much as we can. It’s something important, 
above all for managing resources in common,  because the resources are 
increasingly scarce, and we’re few people. If someone comes to a collective, then 
we can have this link, or the reverse -- when they come here to make another 
link with other people. It’s a subject we’re working on, step by step. There are 
other cities that have made more progress with it, but well, here we are. 

Sara: The work through networks that we’re doing with organizations like Iniciativa 
Mesoamericana (Mesoamerican Initiative) also has to do with passing facts and 
information. They’ve created another Casa de Respiro, so we’ve collaborated 
in the process and we talk about the process of how they’ve set it up, how 
they manage it, what problems they have, what’s the difference between the 
two environments, the two countries, that kind of sharing of information.

Loreto: And a few years ago, we organized a virtual dialogue between people. 
We organized it from Defenred but many others participated, about the theme 
of self-care. Human rights activists talked virtually for a week. More or less 
making their contributions as a way of putting into common knowledge all their 
understandings and experiences of what self-care and human rights activism is.

Víctor: Defenred and Iniciativa Mesoamericana organized this, between the two of us.

What references did you consider when creating this project?

Loreto: I have the image of my father, because a lot of what I am, I am because of 
him. He always told me, “The world is everyone’s, and everyone is responsible for 
what happens in the world. You can’t say, ‘That doesn’t have to do with me.’ Anything 
that’s happening anywhere in the world is your responsibility.” He’d say that to all of 
us. And the truth is that the majority of my siblings, in some way we’re involved with 
the issue of labor, or with another cause. Feeling responsible for what’s happening 
in the world, the good and the bad, I think that from there is where I started to 
work from a very young age on social issues, getting involved in different projects 
and different things. Ideologically I’m not sure what this means, but here we are. 

Sara: I believe I’m developing my ideology working here. I wasn’t so involved in 
the social change environment. I work with diaphry, with osteopathy. I’ve been 
involved in assemblyist things, in consumer’s cooperatives, so I understand working 
in a network. But being here is really broadening my perspective, getting to know 
the activists and the environment of human rights work, which I wasn’t familiar 
with. And I’ve put together my ideology from that, I’m still putting it together. 

Víctor: There is one thing that right now, based on what we were talking about, seems 
really important. We’re the children of the postdicatatorship era. We were born at the 
end of the dictatorship, and I do remember a lot of the work of the first association, 
which is where some of us met for the first time; it was an association in Pan Bendito, 
a marginal neighborhood in Madrid, an association close to the neighborhood 
coordinators, and a little more progressive in the insubordinate movement.2 And I do 
recognize a lot of the things that we worked on in that moment, we still need to reach 
them now. It really pains me that over time we’ve lost our capacity for organizing. 

2 A civil-disobedience-based anti-military movement against obligatory military service
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I think we had a capacity for organization that  would be wanted now in many 
collectives, a capacity for management, mobilization, ideological analysis, and it pains 
me a little not to have maintained that. But we’re fruit of that moment of escaping 
the dictatorship, there wasn’t yet a world like there is now, everything very rigid, so 
we grew up with a ton of references: priests leading neighborhood coordination, 
families and organizations that we organized ourselves. We organized block parties, 
we organized the activities we did, everything! And there came a moment where if 
the administration wasn’t paying you, you wouldn’t organize anything. We’re kind 
of returning to that. We should reclaim that, because the administration’s money is 
ours, but reclaiming it doesn’t mean not carrying out and managing your own life. It 
means that we have to do both things. We have to organize ourselves to ask to share 
that money that’s ours among ourselves, but also organize things ourselves first. 

Would you say that this project is related to a political 
project? If so, what politics are we talking about? 

Víctor: I believe everything is political. Your body is political, it’s a space, often a 
territory to conquer; your family, your environment, and many times we’ve let that be 
consumed. That’s what the political is. The other thing, the big thing that we talked 
about in the chat with the activists, almost none of us are interested in it. It’s a shame, 
but almost none of us are interested. But at least that little part should interest us. 

Sara: I’d say that it’s a mix between ecology and social economy. We have limited 
resources in a limited space, and we’re a lot of people. Sharing and managing these 
resources for the wellbeing of the whole population, I’d say that’s political. So that 
we can all be okay, so that there’s an equal distribution, without exploitation.

“Stories for Taking a Breath” (Relatos para Respirar in the original Spanish) is a 
book you wrote from the experiences shared by the activists that have visited Casa. 
Can you tell us a little about how you wrote it and how it’s been broadcast? 

Loreto: The book, in principle it wasn’t a project as such. It happened that Ana 
and I had the habit of writing in our lives, of writing what happened to us, what 
occurred, her for her part and I for mine. We’ve done it to help with reflection, 
to incorporate what happens into your life in different moments. And one day, at 
one point, we discovered that we were both writing about the people who came 
here. Experiences not directly about the people, but maybe about the root of an 
anecdote that they told you or a moment of discovery that you had with them, we 
generated a little history, a story, sometimes half-fiction, half-reality, keeping this 
in mind. And, coincidentally, there was a person who was part of the project who 
works in a publishing house, and this person said, “Why don’t you turn this into a 
book?” Well, you can imagine our laughter. “How are you going to write a book?” 
They suggested we present the stories that we wanted to the publishing team, and 
they would see if it was editable or not. So we presented a collection of thirty stories 
to the publishers, and they gave their approval, and they published the book for us. 
They looked for an illustrator first. We wanted Sara to illustrate our book, but the 
publishers, this was one of the big publishing houses, they had their own illustrators. 
At first we were really worried about who was going to draw what we were writing, 
because if they don’t know the project they might not understand. So they sent 
us a few drawings, drawings of some stories,  and we were pleasantly surprised, 
not only because they were very beautiful drawings, but because they perfectly 
captured the essence of what the story was. To the point where some characters 
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looked like the real people! I said, “This person really looks like the person who came!” 
So it was a feeling of, “How can someone capture this just by reading?” Of course, 
then when met the illustrator, the day of the book premiere, he’s a person with 
our same sensibility, he’d also been involved with projects relating to refugees, so 
we saw that we’d connected. The book was called Stories for Taking a Breath, and 
the majority of the stories -- not all of them -- have to do with the people who’ve 
passed through Casa de Respiro and recounted moments of their lives. Some have 
read them and have liked them a lot. The truth is that it’s surprised me, Ana too, not 
because we’re writers but because everyone who’s read it, after reading it they’ve 
said how they were amazed by it, people have even bought it as gifts, even people 
we didn’t know have come back to order more books because they liked it so much.

Considering the climate of political discontent and 
insecurity, can you tell us how you keep up hope?

Sara: For me, the people. The people who come, those who get close and who 
share, the act of telling it, seeing their faces and seeing the more immediate 
results. Then other people come and they also want to listen, to share --

Víctor: I believe it’s one of our moments of self-care, too. Being able to find yourself 
with those people, which has always been a dream, like Loreto talked about earlier. I 
think it’s kind of the dream to find yourself with people, with people that are working 
with super cool things, people you get along with better or worse, but always people 
who are on the other side of the world, working on things that seem like justice to 
you. To me, it’s very hope-inspiring in general. And, yeah, above all, that. I believe 
that, above all, the people. And then, it’s true that the space of sharing makes you 
grow a lot. Sometimes it’s difficult; organizations have their moments, have their 
difficulties, but in general, in the end, the situation is always very positive, to be able 
to be working with people. I’d really missed it. From a young age I worked in many 
organizations, and we live in an increasingly individualistic society. And working in 
a group, working in a team, is an added value on what we do. But above all, it’s 
the people who come. And I think it’s important to reflect on how in this project, 
what’s important is the people that come. The people who are here, the people 
who later return, and the people who keep fighting and working in their areas.

Loreto:  And then, to see how the people who have left stay in contact with us, 
because some do more than others, but a lot of the people who stay in contact 
are always reminding you that this is one of the best places they’ve been, and that 
thanks to this they’ve taken up many things in their life again. It makes you really 
want to continue, knowing you’re helping people. I could even say that Casa is 
somewhere we’ve established relationships with those people, and that now we 
have a ton of friends all over the world if we ever want to travel to those countries. 

From your experience, what do you think keeps the human rights activists going?

Víctor: The problems are numerous, and in many cases, they’re very serious 
problems. The other day, one of the activists here told us, “One of the things 
I’ve admired most is the strength of the people; the energy when you come 
here of all the people who come to be with you.  I think it’s kind of the same 
thing. They have that energy for justice -- because at its core, that’s what follows 
the project, and what follows each one of the people who come here. Justice. 
That energy is what moves us. There aren’t many other things that can move 
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you to do something this difficult. And to keep doing it as it gets harder.

Sara: It’s an idea of justice that’s above individual justice, but real. It’s something 
very internally personal. I work with the body and there are some who don’t have 
a concept of their body as something separate from the collective. One of the 
people who came said, in a strange way, how would it make sense for them to 
stay here and save their life, if in their country people would keep dying. But he 
said in a strange way because someone in a talk had asked him, “But if you’re 
going to return and they’re going to kill you, why don’t you stay?” And he said, 
“How would it make sense for me to stay?” It’s a concept of self, environment, 
and collective that I’m not familiar with, I haven’t grown up with that.

Loreto: Also, they’ve grown up living with the need to fight just to eat, right? I mean, I 
believe that a lot of what Victor said about why our society is more listless is because 
of wellbeing. I think the better off we are, the less we want to fight, because everything 
is to our liking. It’s a mechanism that makes us alienate ourselves from the suffering 
of others, but these people have been active since they were kids. Some have been 
activists almost since three years old, doing things for the revolution or the fight. 
I think they think they want to live a different way and they should fight for it.

What would growing mean for this project? 

Víctor: For me one of the things that would be really interesting would be for 
other projects like this to be created. Sometimes many small things can come 
together to make something much bigger. So that’s a kind of growth that would 
be very interesting. We have a lot of areas to grow in, we have a lot to think 
about. Each of us has a direction or an idea in their mind, and reality keeps you 
in your place. For me, I’d like to create more projects like this. I’d like for us to end 
up being -- not us, but all these groups -- a reverence in the sense of showing 
the importance of self-care in collectives. For me, that would be really important, 
that collectives, that the people can incorporate this into their structures. That the 
very organizations, associations, of the activists that come could dedicate a part 
of their time, “obligatorily” (in quotes, right?) to the self-care of the team. That 
they care for the workers they have in their organizations, that those very workers 
dedicate that time to self-care, for me that would be a very interesting growth. 

Sara: My vision is along similar lines, it would be about sharing. 
Sharing the experience, being able to talk about it.

Loreto: The matter of growth is something where we have different viewpoints. Because 
there are people who think that we should grow more, have more people, launch 
more projects, and there are others who don’t see it that way because that isn’t our 
job, we’re volunteers here, you’re talking about a whole different story, and that’s when 
you say, “The thing is that if I get involved in more things, or if this takes more of my 
time, I’m going to deplete myself and I’ll have to spend some time at Casa de Respiro 
for a break. That’s one of the discussions that’s still unresolved. I personally think that 
it would be good for there to be more Casa de Respiro places, for more people to get 
involved, for us to be able to bring another activist in because we get more funding. 

Víctor: For me, it’s really interesting to positively visualize the project. Sometimes in the 
capitalist society we live in, when we experience the struggle, we experience them 
painfully. And I like to find the positive aspect of us. Not positive in a paternalistic way, 
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like we talked about before, but positively through the construction and recovery of 
our spaces, positively. Not from the ugly fight that we’ve often carried out because 
sometimes there’s no other option and you have to do it. But it’s important that 
the path be comfortable as well. It’s uncomfortable because when you fight to 
recover spaces or rights, it’s uncomfortable, because the powerful people make it 
uncomfortable. But to try to make it as comfortable as possible, make it comfortable 
between us… kind of positive construction seems very important to value. And getting 
the activists to value it. And that’s one thing, the construction of what we talked about 
physically, spiritually, and bodily. That it should come from something positive, and 
not from anger. Often you need to use anger, you need to be angry, and you have to 
face it, but this other part should also be important, that seems fundamental to me. 

Sara: As an activist said, “Strength that comes from happiness, not strength 
that comes from anger.” I think we also need to recover the idea that less is 
more, that not everything’s about growing, growing, making things bigger, 
bigger, getting to more areas, just for the sake of growing. Faced with the really 
virtual but also really theoretical world that this is becoming, the importance 
of getting a coffee, talking, having contact with humanity, with other people…
for me that’s really essential and I receive a lot of that in this project. 

Loreto: Something that’s always caught my attention about defenred is that, 
especially in the past two years, the diversity of the people who’ve gotten involved 
to collaborate with us. Normally the people who get involved in a project like this 
cut more or less from the same cloth. However, the great diversity that there is, 
and the hope with which the people come to collaborate, to say they want to 
spend time with the activists to get to know them, from retired people to very 
young people, people who want to bring their kids to get to know the activists, to 
people who only come to the talks. There’s so much variety and so much diversity 
that I say, “It’s true that people really need solidarity.” I think it does us good as 
well. It’s not that we’re helping the activists, it’s that they’re helping us to grow as 
people and to be different. I believe the people who build relationships with them, 
they come, they live that, and I believe that that’s what inspires them so much. 

Víctor: There’s a book called “What’s the point of revolution if we can’t dance?” 
It’s an integral part of our bookshelf that we usually recommend to people who 
come. The book’s very good, but above all I think the title’s brilliant. I believe 
that that’s kind of the spirit. The spirit of Casa and what we’ve learned is this: 
that it’s important to make the revolution, but it’s also important to be happy. 


