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Who are you and what connection do you have with
La Libre (meaning literally “The Free”)?

Josué: My name is Josué Bilbao, and I’ll talk a little about where I come
from. I had social interests and I started being active in political movements
when I started university in the anti-war movement. During the nineties
in Spain there was a strong anti-war movement which was against the
compulsory military service required in Spain called the Insubordinate
movement. Through this anti-war work, I joined other political movements
and later participated in the anti-globalization movement. Shortly after,
in the heat of these mobilizations taking place in Santander, a city in
the Northern coast of Spain, La Libre was born. There, I met people
essential to La Libre, but I didn’t join the project until 2009 when I
started being a part of the management assembly of a collective.
Borja: My name is Borja and I recently joined La Libre. I started my
degree in social work quite some years ago out of Cantabria, a Northern
coastal region in Spain, and through this degree I learned about political
projects within the theme of fighting against social exclusion. I also
began to do jobs that were less focused on social work. I finished the
degree, but I was convinced that I didn’t want to dedicate myself to it
professionally. At the same time, I became familiar with the state-wide
squatter movement in the different places that I moved. When I decided
to return to Cantabria, I heard about La Libre because it was well-known
in Santander. It was one of the few things that I was familiar with, and little
by little I met their people until they suggested that I join, and here I am.
Why the name La Libre? What’s the story behind this project?

Josué: In reality, this name came up by chance by a couple of people who
started the project. They were walking down the street talking about
what they should call the project and out of all the names they said,
La Libre was the one they liked the most. It began in 2001 as a sort of
self-employment project by a couple of people who were interested
in the world of books and wanted to earn a living with it. After a short
time, a few years maybe, they noticed that there was no way to earn a
living through books, and then they opened La Libre to more people so
that the space and the things they do could be collectively managed.
According to your definition, La Libre is an “alternative
bookstore,” an “associative bookstore,” a “self-managed social
center,” “a meeting and activity place,” “a collective,” “a cultural
association.” What legal entity have you chosen and why?

Josué: La Libre is a cultural association because that’s what fits best and also
because of the need to have a legal structure to be able to bill the books to the
distributors and publishers. The project, like you already know, is various things.
It’s an alternative bookstore in the sense that the majority of the materials that
we have are critical of the capitalist system or promote alternative systems to it.
It’s also a self-managed social center because we have a little space where we
can do activities, talks, debates, showings, presentation of books, poetry recitals,
concerts. We also have a library space, a community computer with free access
to the internet, and a free store where people can come and take what they
need while people who have extra things can leave them at the shop without
the exchange of money. The social center allows there to be a large movement
of people who understand and talk about topics that concern us. I say selfmanaged because we don’t receive subsidies from public or private entities.
We try to get all the support to pay the bills from the sale of the materials
and the contributions from the partners. That’s where the idea of us being an
associative bookstore comes from; it is an attempt for more people to get behind
this project and for people that believe it’s necessary that La Libre exists in
Santander to contribute, in a small way, to help in the economic sustainability.
What is the relationship between La Libre and the government?

Josué: The relationship between La Libre and the government is that, on one side, we
are obligated to pay taxes; the value-added tax (VAT), income tax, and association
tax. There’s also a certain relationship between La Libre and the Santander Municipal
Library. This municipal library buys books from diverse bookstores in Santander and we
are one of them. This is basically the whole relationship we have with the government.
What problems have you encountered during the process of becoming established?

Josué: In reality, we have not had any problems while establishing ourselves as a cultural
association. We looked up some standard statutes and we had no problem legalizing it.
For many collectives with which I have spoken, the 15M, the anti-austerity
movement in Spain, has meant a time of reorganization, reinvention,
and strengthening. What has this movement meant for La Libre?

Borja: More than for La Libre and not just for La Libre, my analysis is that after the
15M, there was a lot of criticism about what the camps consisted of and from other
sectors that we considered close to us, those with libertarian tendencies. What
is undeniable is that in our local environment, bridges have been built between
people that, until now, we had not met, and the barriers between activists and
regular people have changed. Right now, in Santander, projects exist that did not
exist before the 15M and that have to do with the movement. When it happened,
I was not in La Libre but it’s true that I saw people from La Libre in the plaza
despite the fact that La Libre as a collective was not participating there.
Josué: Yes, what Borja said is true; there were people who started to
pass through La Libre and we started meeting a ton of people that, until
that moment, had not been interested or had not been politicized in the
sense of having an interest in the public sector and of understanding
the policy management of the common good and the public.
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We are talking about a “collective,” “a space or zone of crossing and
contact,” “a bookstore,” “a free store,” “a library,” and “a collective
process.” How do you weave together the internal functioning of these
dimensions or spheres of action? What is decision-making like?

Josué: The management of the space and all the areas we have discussed that
make up La Libre is coordinated by an assembly of 12 people. The assembly
manages all the tasks that are carried out, ranging from scheduling, which is
straightforward because we are open from Monday to Saturday, to contacting
distributors and publishers, making payments, contacting people that come to do
activities, welcoming them and making them feel at home. The website is also kept
up to date and information is sent to people who are interested, the free store is
managed, invoices and taxes are paid, etc. This whole set of tasks is managed among
those 12 people that we call the main core. There are people who don’t belong
to the assembly but consider it appropriate to help and do shifts once in a while.
In fact, we have started opening on Saturdays because there is a group of people
nearby who offer to come on Saturdays. So, that’s more or less the way it works.
Borja: I wanted to say on this matter that for us, regarding the process of preparing
and handing out tasks within the assembly, we believe it is important that they
rotate because it prevents them from becoming specialized in one thing. In some
things, we manage, but it’s also true that in others we are not able to or we find
it more comfortable for some things to be handled by other people. For example,
there are people who are more comfortable doing outreach tasks than others.
Among the processes of La Libre, you have several initiatives and different activities
of your own. Are there people who work for a wage on this project? Why or why
not? What does “work” mean for La Libre? What work philosophy is practiced?

Josué: When we talk about work, we are talking about all of the tasks we have
discussed and in La Libre we don’t have any wage-earning people. All the work that
is done is collaborative volunteering, in an altruistic way, and no money is received in
return. If we understand work as any productive or reproductive activity that produces
goods or services, we don’t have a profound reflection about the meaning of work, but
with practice we develop a way of understanding what work is. For us, work is a way of
managing life and projects without the need for exchanging money, because we think
that, many times, putting in a mediator such as money hinders many personal and
social relationships and sometimes it is harmful. Regardless of that, we are perfectly
aware that we live in a capitalist environment and in fact, we need money to survive.
Let’s say that we live in this contradiction that gives us a lot to think about and that this
is enough to demonstrate that work philosophy. The project began as an attempt at
self-employment that was not profitable because it was not possible to make a living
with books, at least in Santander at the time in which it started and with this type of
books, of course, the type of books that were not best sellers and were not advertised
on TV or in the media. That was the initial motive. Then that has remained as a criterion
of its own; from there on, all the people who have joined the project have often
come together because all the people who are on the project are on equal conditions
and no one was paid for it. We were all in the same situation and that generates a
kind of living that is very fulfilling. It really makes you feel fulfilled to see that in this
mercantilist world that we have, we are able to carry out a project for many years in
an altruistic way. It certainly makes you feel fulfilled as a person and as a collective.
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Does La Libre collaborate with other collectives or social enterprises?

Borja: We collaborate quite a bit with other bookstores and social centers from
other places in the country, but we also collaborate with more local spaces, not
just in Santander but also in Cantabria. And it’s inevitable because those of us who
work in La Libre are also a part of other collectives and in other assemblies, and
that’s what happens when there’s contact between other collectives. It’s also true
that La Libre is not just a bookstore but it’s also capable of helping open other
small projects that are emerging and need this physical space to support them.
Josué: I would answer the question the same way; we don’t collaborate formally
with other collectives; everything is quite informal in that sense. Like Borja said,
collectives have been born here and we have helped them get started in the sense
that we have lent them the space because really, the subject of the spaces is
complicated. And in La Libre different groups get together, ranging from consumer
groups to cooperatives that make bread, antiracist collectives, those who promote
bikes as a method of transportation, collectives of defense of property, etc. It can’t
be said that we collaborate in a formal manner but yes, in an informal way we do.
In the description that you have on your website about your
concepts and tools, you speak about “promoting non-mercantilist
social ideas.” What social ideas are you talking about?

Borja: I think that in the assembly we have individual opinions but agree on a number
of issues; for example, we share the idea that we should do things on our own
without delegating to more people. This can be translated into practice in the fact
that in this space, you can propose activities, you can give your workshop, and you
can share ideas with others. Also, in the fact that what is meant by culture or access
to a book or being in a space to speak does not depend on the income you have;
these activities are free, and you don’t need a membership to use them. Then there
are other informal relationships that are not measurable and that happen in this place
where practices of mutual support emerge, which is another idea we agree on.
You believe in the “collective construction of alternatives.”
What kind of alternatives are we talking about?

Josué: When we talk about alternatives in La Libre, we are referring to
alternative customs to the capitalist system in which we are emerged. And
when we talk about alternatives they can be of all kinds, for example, thinking
of alternatives to the capitalist food system, or for clothes, or for education.
One of the things that we agree on in La Libre is that this system is harmful
to society and the coexistence between people; it’s harmful for the planet
and for nature and we believe that it is necessary to construct alternatives
so that another world is possible beyond the one in front of our noses.
Borja: And also, we understand that these alternatives cannot be separated from the
processes of fighting against problems that exist in the street and that we cannot make
way without that opposition. That’s why when we present La Libre, we don’t just talk
about generating alternatives but of the criticism of the social order in which we live.
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You talk about “creating tools to take apart and put together the world”
and the collective is emphasized in the face of capitalist individualism.
What does La Libre mean by “the common” and “the public?”

Josué: When we talk about the public, we understand that it can be easily
misunderstood because within the public there are two things that overlap; on one
side there is the public that is of all and of the people and the public that is stateowned. Then within that concept of the public there are times when the state can
take priority and when this happens, priority is given to the interest of the state
and the capital that is intimately linked to the state. And when priority is given to
the public, priority is given to the interests of the people. So, in that correlation of
forces is where the difficulty of speaking about the public directly is. When we talk
about the common, we find it interesting to refer to the example of traditional land
management in Cantabria which is known as “communal lands.” These are the lands
that belong to everyone within a particular town. This means that everyone who
lives in that town can use these lands to till them and get food for their livestock
or to provide firewood to keep warm through the winter or to cook. It also means
that everyone in the town is obligated to take care of these lands and keep them
clean and in good condition so they can be passed on to their descendants. And
within these communal lands, another important thing is that since they belong to
everyone, they cannot be sold. There is no possibility of them being sold, and that
also seems very important to us and is a good way to define what the common is.
You work to “raise questions and concerns.” Could you explain
what questions and concerns you are referring to?

Josué: When we talk about raising questions, we mean that the capitalist
system of the market in which we live, to the people who have just arrived
at it, say the younger ones, seems to be natural and the best and the only
world possible. We are constantly bombarded with this message by the
media. We try to target those people that have been born into the world as
it is and that do not have other references of other possible worlds or other
possible ways of relating; this is how we understand raising questions.
This project does not receive government subsidies and is supported autonomously
and through members. Who are these people and what do they contribute?

Borja: It is maintained by the sale of books and other materials but also with these
members who can be people close to La Libre or people who have used the space for
an activity, people who came in, liked a book, and kept coming. And we also think it’s
important that there are more members that can pay less money rather than having
fewer members who can pay a ton. That’s why the fee is 20 euros a year. The members
also, on many occasions, do not only contribute to the project financially but there are
also many ways, without having any obligation to do so, where they show their support.
Josué: For example, doing shifts at La Libre and being there a good number of hours,
or providing the computers we have that are from members who have given them
to us directly, or bringing second-hand books for us to sell to finance the project.
Borja: Bringing activity posters to different places on other
sides of the city. There are many tiny ways each day.
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You write on the web: “Here culture is not a consumer good but
rather a movement of ideas and proposals.” How does La Libre
understand culture? What culture are you talking about?

Borja: I believe that in La Libre we have as a reference that past of the Spanish country
where in certain places like Catalonia there was a series of ideas coming from a ton of
“Ateneos,” or workers, that spread the culture without the need for it to be understood
as something that comes after academic education or something that comes after
there is an economic investment behind it. So, for us, that is important and on a very
small level, we spread it. And what we understand by culture, I also wanted to say
that it exists as a kind of cultural myth that is related to that way of understanding it
as something that comes after schooling or can only be done “in exchange for.” And
what we mean by culture is something much more basic and at street level and of
all people because they exist and not because it is formed. And the way of forming
it is often simply to live together in spaces like this and like many others that exist.
Josué: Yes, culture is something much broader than just what’s in the books. Culture is
all the knowledge that we all have, regardless of whether we have studied or not, and
that in this model of making culture from the ones below, for those below, any one
of us can teach us all that he learned throughout his life and can share with others.
Palmar: Living culture.
Borja: And for the most part, we think it’s very important to emphasize today
that cultural development in the cities is generating a lot of movement of a part
of the population to other sides, converting the culture into a commodity.
What are the cultural references of La Libre?

Josué: Talking about the cultural references of La Libre, I would put as references
the “Ateneos” that existed at the end of the 19th century and beginning of the
20th century in Spain. The Ateneos were groups of workers that worked a ton
of hours — at that time there wasn’t the 8-hour work day — and after work they
came to the Athenaeum to study and they formed discussion groups, hiking
clubs, and everything from the workers and for the workers without trying in
any way to oppose the elitist and bourgeoisie culture of that time. The culture of
theaters, operas and this kind of elitist culture; that, for us, is not what La Libre
is. Speaking of theater, also for example, you can talk about ways from below to
understand that culture. We can think of Frederico García Lorca and his group
La Barraca who went from village to village teaching the classics to the people
of the street. That’s what we mean by culture and that’s our reference.
How does La Libre include the cultural diversity of migrants from the neighborhood?

Borja: I think those realities are very much taken into account, but that doesn’t mean
these realities are taken into account by the people that live that migrant reality.
I do think that despite all the initiatives and the little things that my colleague
Josué was talking about, there’s a certain homogeneity in a way that we are not
capable of breaking, and I think that there’s also little face-to-face work, and there’s
a sensitivity towards that. So, it’s true that the free store is a place where many
people from the neighborhood go into and a lot of them are migrants but in a more
political activity, well, that diversity doesn’t exist, and that tells us something.
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Josué: I would say that there is some diversity at a certain level of the people
who form La Libre, in the sense that there are people that live in the capital
of Santander and people who are from various valleys of Cantabria and who
provide that cultural diversity which, is not as great as the potential diversity
when you add migrants. We are all white and “native” to Cantabria. Of course,
it’s a complicated question because, for example, half of my family is Cuban, my
grandfather comes from Bermeo, my great grandfather is from Madrid. I mean,
today the diversity is so great that it’s very hard to put those things together.
What kind of materials does La Libre receive? What selection
criteria for books do you use? What are the red lines?

Borja: It’s more than establishing a red line and a few denials of certain books;
what we do is prioritize non-commercial publishers and material that interests us
about a ton of topics. But this doesn’t imply that we don’t have other materials.
For example, it’s reflected in the secondhand books that there can be any sort
of content and that it may also be necessary when developing that critical spirit
that is another criterion of La Libre, reading that from a critical position.
Josué: Answering the question of what kind of materials we have in general at La Libre,
the basic distinction is what is distributed by non-commercial distributors in Spain. The
Spanish country has a healthy network of non-commercial distribution. We could talk
about Virus, Traffickers, or Cambalache, which are non-commercial distributors, thanks
to which projects such as La Libre can survive. Commercial distributors impose what
we consider abusive requirements in order to have the books on your shelves. So, what
non-commercial distributors do is they leave you the books in deposit — this means
you do not have to pay for them — you have the books on your shelves for an indefinite
amount of time until you sell them, and that’s when you pay the distributors. So, thanks
to this network of distributors, projects like La Libre can exist. That doesn’t mean we
don’t have books from commercial distributors. We do have them, whenever there is
someone who asks for one or when we consider a particular title interesting, we have
it here. Then, in that case, it is ordered and bought from those commercial distributors.
Would you say that La Libre is, in some way, a project
of non-formal education for citizens?

Borja: Sure, because if we understand education as something more integral
than what is limited to training centers, schools, universities, and so on, that are
very oriented to put you into the labor market and to educate you on values
of citizenship, which for us is a rather exclusive term because it does not take
into account people without papers, for example people classified as illegal.
If we understand education as a more integral thing, then yes, this is a space
of informal education as it can be a busy market or other meeting space.
Josué: If we talk about La Libre as a space of informal education for citizens or as
you ask us whether it turns out to be paradoxical that this type of education is
done outside the institutions; well, to us, it is paradoxical but, on the contrary, it
seems to us that it is as it should be. We believe in the education of free people
to train free people; we don’t believe in education to train citizens because
that word etymologically means to be a subject of a government. So, we don’t
form part of this network of non-formal education for the citizens because, for
us, the important thing is to educate ourselves together to be free people.
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Obviously, we are looking at a political project, but
what politics are we talking about?

Borja: Everything that we have been talking about is politics, and politics as everyday
life results in collective and breaks away from the idea of politics as something
reserved for Parliament. That’s why when many people come and say, “Okay,
but this is political and I don’t like politics,” that contact is already political.
Josué: We understand politics as the management of public and collective space,
of daily life, and we believe that management should be done by the people who
live in that space. That management should not be delegated to our Parliament
or government because when it is delegated to governments, they usually
take advantage of that power they are given; they abuse that power usually
by taking advantage of the people who work for them. The management of
neighborhoods from the neighborhoods would be an ideal; that it is the people
in the city council who decide how to live in a neighborhood and manage it.
Borja: We are light-years away from it, but it doesn’t mean that it
doesn’t exist because there are other experiences within the country
and in other places where they are at least close to that reality.
What is La Libre’s opinion about current cultural and educational policies?

Josue: When we talk about culture and education from the state, on one side, if we
talk about culture and we believe what is being taken care of through that culture
is mercantilization and the mediation of money through the cultural changes or
through all the cultural realities. That is what the state and the capital aspire to, that
are ultimately related. This can be seen in the practice of the policies of city councils
to encourage a determined culture in determined neighborhoods, and, in that way,
able to expel the humble people that have lived in those neighborhoods and they
expel to obtain this cultural “magma” in these neighborhoods. They do this by raising
the cost of housing and taxes and rent, and this makes the humble people that have
lived there all their lives finally have to leave. If we talk about educational policy, for
example, we talk about the last organic law that has called for the improvement in the
quality of education through the intention of trying to commodify education, that is,
to put market criteria in something that should not be governed at all by the market.
On the other hand, they are creating aptitude assessments between students when
we think they should create assessments based on cooperation. Creating students
who prioritize wanting to be entrepreneurs, when what should be generated is
cooperation, mutual help, and the intent to construct a better society for everyone,
one in which people aren’t excluded by how they arrived, or what neighborhood
they were born in, or what money their parents had when they were born.
What would be characteristic of the activities organized by La Libre?

Josue: Look, one of the most important things about the activities that we do in
La Libre is that they follow basically two criteria that we have for all activities,
not just for the ones that we do from the assembly but those that anyone wants
to propose. We usually are pretty flexible when it comes to the criteria for the
activities we do, but we maintain basically two: the activity will not have a cost
— it will be free — and the second is that the activity will not be organized by
a political party. We try to keep political parties outside of what La Libre is.
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What is a free store?

Borja: Sometimes when you begin to understand, you understand it as a place
where you barter, and it’s not that. It’s not a place where you necessarily have to
exchange something for another; instead, it’s a space where people that don’t
need something leave it so that another person who does need it or wants it
can take it. It’s not just a matter of necessity and survival but also a matter of
values, it’s a philosophy in the sense that you would rather get clothes that
have already been worn rather than contribute to the production of clothing in
appalling conditions by people halfway across the world. So, it has much more
of a background than just a small place where you can obtain material things.
It’s not a place where you give something in exchange for something else but
instead simply what is called gift economy, giving in exchange for nothing.
What are the advantages of creating a bookstore-social center?

Borja: The mix between bookstore and social center allows people to come to the social
center for the activities and pay attention to the material from the activities, and, in
the same way, there are people who come to the bookstore who would not come for
the activities of the social center. Thanks to the bookstore, they come. So, something is
produced that increases the heterogeneity of the people that come to the space. The
same thing can happen to other small places like the computer and the free store.
Given the precarious climate and political hostility, could you tell
us what keeps alive the engine of the hope of La Libre?

Josue: Seeing the world like it is, with the difficulties we are having and with the
climate to move from politics in general, what I think maintains our hope is continuing
to do things, which is the very practice of being here, to come and see that the
discussions we have serve people in their daily lives. To see that we serve them
transformational projects that intend to generate a conflict to make society aware
and that we are useful to collectives that fight for the rights of a lot of people or that
fight for the defense of the environment, that is deteriorating. Well, everything in
conjunction produces feedback and hope and joy and a desire to keep going forward.
Borja: It’s like that.
Josue And one thing that I think is important is that we are in agreement with people
that participate in this project. It’s that the capitalist system in which we are immersed
is a suicidal system that’s bringing us directly to the abyss. So, understanding a little
bit of this is sometimes easy and sometimes hard and to generate critical thinking
towards the system in which we live and be capable to spread out to the most people
as possible is the idea that we’re going straight towards the abyss and that, in one
way or another, give it a whirl, just by contributing to that we’re already happy.
Borja: We were pretty clear about accessing this project that you are carrying
out because it’s very interesting and hopefully will serve other fights or
alternatives that are taking place elsewhere can be nourished by others.
What does it mean for La Libre to grow in non-capitalist terms?

Josue: For me, growing would mean that there would be a Libre in every
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neighborhood. That in each neighborhood in Santander there is a free space,
in the sense not mediated by money, in which there would be the possibility
that the people of the neighborhood could meet there to bring their struggles
and to defend the neighbor who is about to be thrown out because she can’t
pay rent or the neighbor whose water is about to be cut because he hasn’t
been able to pay. The space would serve the kids that don’t have a space to
meet and share interests like music or just where they can be together and talk.
For me, growth would be these types of projects that would multiply in each
neighborhood and, in this way, build a better society that we are sorely lacking.
Borja: For me growth also means growing, adapting to the changing
reality but not tying ourselves to the logic of the system in which we live
which, of course, we are inside of and like in the beginning of this we said,
well, we are part of this contradiction. But to always have in mind these
limits that bring us such autonomy when carrying out the project.
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