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Who are you as an organization and where are you based?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I am Toñi de la Iglesia. We 
are in Cantabria, in northern Spain.

María Montesino: I am Maria Montesino de la Iglesia. I live in Fresno 
del Rio, which is a tiny town in Valle de Campoo (Campoo Valley), 
in the tall southern mountains of Cantabria, in northern Spain.

How did you come to the Ortiga Collective?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I have been part of Ortiga since its beginning. I was 
part of the creation of the project. We have existed since 1996. For 26 
years now, we have been doing a diverse range of cultural activities 
in Cantabria and beyond, across all of Spain’s territorial scope. The 
driving force of the association was Antonio Montesinos Gonzáles, who 
was the organization’s president for a long time, and with him came a 
group of people, at least three of whom are still with us. Currently, I am 
the president of the Association. María Pérez Sincera is the secretary 
and was also a founding partner, and Mercedes Pérez is the treasurer 
and was also part of the initial core of the group. We are still there.

María Montesino: When La Ortiga was born, I was 14 years old. Antonio 
was my father, an anthropologist, poet and cultural activist, and I always 
had an organic connection with the publication, because in my house, 
which was the editor’s house, La Ortiga was always a project.… Also, to 
put it into perspective, my father was a self-taught anthropologist. He 
collaborated with universities, wrote, did field work, but always from 
outside of the institution, with all the good and all the bad that came with 
that. La Ortiga for me was always about attending discussion forums, being 
connected to the world, which, as a teenager, I found fascinating. And then 
I joined the organization more formally in 2000, when I was a student of 
the University of País Vasco studying sociology. I joined small collaboratives 
ranging from collecting themes for publishing editions to coordinating 
with colleagues of the university, both professors and students. 

In what areas of work does the Ortiga Collective have ramifications?

María Montesino: To contextualize, the organization was formed in ‘96, 
but in reality it is a complicated project because in 25 or 26 years we have 
done many things, many people have passed through. There are various 
branches, there is the cultural association, there is the magazine, there is 
the creation of limited editorials, which is what La Ortiga is permitted to 
publish. And there is one figure who is the most central, the most energetic, 
and that is Antonio from the year of ‘96 to his death in 2015. And from 
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there, there is another period where all of this was managed 100% by women.

Toñi de la Iglesia: La Ortiga began as a magazine of art, culture and thought. Then 
we saw that this was not enough, that we had to participate in all the social processes 
of the time. So it became involved as a citizen project, with interest in everything 
that happened in our reality. And over the years it has continued to expand even 
more. We have been a part of all of the social movements of every moment, of all 
of the unrest, from general democratization to understanding what this country is, 
feminist movements, environmental movements, supporting everything that seemed 
important in each moment, always defending the decentralization of culture, that 
activity could not be linked only with cities. Consequently, with this approach, we 
went to a small town in 2005 in the Campoo Valley, inside of Cantabria, but in the 
south, and very close to Castilla y León. We went to Fresno del Río and there we set 
up a family restaurant, but it was not exactly a restaurant, rather an activities center 
where gastronomy was part of culture, was something to keep in mind, but that was 
the focal point since its beginning. We tried to radiate to the whole community and 
demonstrate that from a town of 180 inhabitants you can do cultural activities that 
can interest the entire region and the world beyond this valley, because it is a much 
broader vision. Here we made real contact with what is now called “new ruralities,” 
but the ruralities have always been there. What happened was that this viewpoint 
was missing, this approach was missing. Perhaps as a consequence, among other 
things, the confinement of COVID locking people in the cities, made it possible for 
many of those who had once abandoned the rural areas to live in the city, this great 
exodus from the countryside to the city, to reconsider, and why not?  The attempt to 
return to a kinder physical environment, and why not try to be there in another way?

In 2005 La Ortiga had already attempted all of this, and since then we have been 
there for 10 years with the restaurant open where in addition to opening our dining 
room, it was our house, the house of Fresno. In addition to opening our dining room to 
whomever wanted to come by to eat the food of the day, because this is what we did—
food of the day—it was also a center of activities, expositions, conversations. We had 
one activity that we used to call “encounters” where people of a certain intellect came, 
writers, poets, artists of all kinds, to eat. One thing that we have never differentiated 
was the presence of the local person that could be there at the same time as a man 
drinking wine who is the next-door neighbor of the person who just walked around 
the block, with this writer or this poet that also came to be there. And in the lovely 
meetings of the place, it was possible to have gatherings where they talked, where 
they debated about a theme that at that time was considered important. But above 
all, to maintain this horizontal contact, so that it was not a strange place for the people 
who live in the town and that those who came from outside the town did not go to 
a sort of reserve either, rather that here are people that inhabit a space with distinct 
visions, but who can coexist. This was our idea and in this we have based much of the 
activity of La Ortiga in a rural area. Unfortunately in 2015, with the death of Antonio, we 
closed the restaurant, and returned to recuperate as a household, which is where María 
lives. And we have not lost contact. In fact, we have a delegation there, in the same 
house, of the Association of La Ortiga, and from there we continue to run activities.

What legal form did you choose for the Ortiga Collective?

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is a cultural association, which comes with regulations that 
have a certain ease. You have to present some statutes, other purposes have to be 
in accordance with current legislation, you have a CIF (Tax Identification Code). You 
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have to be clear about what your objectives are and so on. And later there is a board 
of directors, an assembly, which are the governing bodies of any association. Why 
have we chosen a cultural association?  Because all of the work that is done in La 
Ortiga is voluntary work. It is not a company, it is not a work cooperative, but people 
contribute their time or their ideas or their desire to collaborate. And the fact of being 
a nonprofit association facilitates these collaborations. On the other hand, despite 
being a non-profit and so on, through an association you can apply for grants for 
specific projects. And it is the legal structure that we have had since the beginning. 

María Montesino: Yes, and to add on, many times it is very difficult to 
relate to the administration if it is not through a legal entity. So, in this 
sense, having an association facilitates and allows this dialogue with the 
Administration or institutions. They recognize you. You are a visible entity.

Does La Ortiga have contracted employees?

Toñi de la Iglesia: There is no remuneration for any member of the Association. 
What is true is that if in a given moment the Association receives a grant for a 
specific project that clearly requires specialized personnel and so on, for that specific 
project it follows António in consideration and has people who specialize in this 
material that we contract for that specific job. And later, from there, the contractual 
relationship is linked exclusively to the exercise or execution of that specific project.

How many members subscribe to this project?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Let’s see, there is a number that can vary more 
or less, but I think we are between 180 and 200 right now.

María Montesino: We are about 17 to 18 members.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, I was thinking about subscribers.

María Montesino: That is exactly why the issue of subscription has become so 
complicated. Now that you were talking about contracted people and so on. For 
example, when we make a magazine. Our colleague, Patrick, who is a graphic designer, 
gets paid for his professional work, but many times in 25 years we have spent the 
money in order to continue the magazine. This is what I want to say. I want to say 
this because it is a magazine that is run without institutional help. Even though there 
are certain issues that are a reflection of a particular process, they have been covered 
with institutional help. Normally we run small prints that are paid for, they are paid for 
through subscriptions. And many times, when that happens, it has not been able to 
be covered with money or another type of activity. We have had a restaurant for ten 
years and I always say that there are many potatoes and chickpeas that have paid for 
publications. Because we have never stopped publishing. We have done fewer. We 
did non-commercial additions, of 50 little books as gifts for the people who came, and 
so on. But they are still being made as well, as with those other exchange values.

How is La Ortiga’s activity being sustained?

María Montesino: We say that the resistance of the project during all of these years 
has taken many forms. So, the donation of work is not the only form, but sometimes it 
has been necessary to fill the restaurant with money, which we will comment on also.
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Do you follow the model of an assembly in making decisions within the Association?

María Montesino: For La Ortiga, the assembly regime comes a little bit from this 
model. I, for example, my mother and António, have come from all of those assembly 
struggles, from the anti-Franco fights. So, it is a way to relate to one another that 
is completely normal. It is true that there is a smaller central group, as she said, 
who are the people who have always been the driving group and then the rest 
of the collaborators come and go. There are partners; we have a colleague in 
Huesca who does not have the same percentage of participation. Not in theory, 
but in reality because she is there, because there are other things and such. So it 
is true that when it comes to putting into practice the projects there are always 
four or five or six, eight people who are more involved. And there are people who 
collaborate in a more punctual way, even if they support the project from the 
beginning. But in reality it is the life itself—the times, the family, the friendship.

María Montesino: In any case, all projects are commented on, critiqued, 
modified, proposed. There is an amalgam of relationships with each activity 
that we do, we are always in contact, either physically or via technology.

La Ortiga Collective is a process that weaves together common cultures. A collective 
movement seduced by shared imaginaries: ecology, arts, food, feminisms, 
thought, letters. It is more a “how” than a “what.” A decentralized, trans-
diciplinary, feminist, intergenerational proposal, grounded and with a universal 
vision. You write on your website the following: “we defend and contribute to 
generating networks of collaborative culture from a critical perspective.” Can 
you explain to us the philosophy that sustains the activity of this space?

María Montesino: What I was saying before, La Ortiga is an association that in 25 
years has had, I think, many different approaches. Even though there has always 
been a theme perhaps that has been maintained over time. The idea of a critical 
culture. Critical in the sense of asking questions. Many times, not so much from 
militancy, which sometimes leads us to have a veil, but always to ask questions. In 
other words, why is everything always done in a provincial capital?  Why do we not 
do things in other spaces, in other places?  So I think that if you look at a timeline, 
in the year 96 there is a beginning that later in the year 2005, with this or that trip 
to the rural environment, the rural area, changed a lot. Because in addition to us, 
our nuclear family was very affected by the 2008 crisis. There was a radical change 
in our family— everything changed, the way of working, it caught up with me doing 
my thesis in the Basque Country. I had to come work in the restaurant, I left my 
thesis there, because I also fell in love there, I stayed there forever. It trapped me 
like another way of doing things, even though later you pick it back up because 
you are in contact with the university. But there were many changes at home.

So, all of these changes when it came to doing things with a small collective, four 
or five people, we were all dumped there and then we learned how to do many 
things in that space, as I always say, to think with our hands. It is very interesting to 
learn by doing. In other words, if I don’t know something, I bring it up and we see 
what happens here. So there was a change, a very profound perspective that has 
since been with us, always. There we made four different magazine editions. There it 
opened up a bit the idea that the imaginations that we currently have, that we call 
imaginations, a little bit the free will of culture also as a dream, as an illusion. And 
the whole world of food linked to culture became very strong, very powerful, very 
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visible, very tangible. We were already presenting projects at the Ministry of Culture 
and they told us that gastronomy was not culture. In the year 2005 and look how 
all of that has turned out. But logically they went through all of the processes that 
are more linked to territory and rurality. We also found ourselves, and that was also 
La Ortiga with the associative world. Very different from the associationism of urban 
culture. We started to work a lot with rural-urban relations. I come from the formation 
of social sciences, Antonio was an anthropologist. Other colleagues also come from 
the fields of psychology, sociology, literature. We began to understand how there was 
a whole local associative fabric of mostly older people, of mostly older women, who 
participated in the culture, who did the culture in a different way. We began also to 
be enthusiastic about this whole world of possibilities together with these people, 
together with the local community. And I think that it is a little bit where we are now.

On your website you emphasize that you are a community that wants to (re)think the 
ways to be in the world, to care more and better; a network of people that puts life at 
the center. A space of shared resistance, from which to fight, co-create, denounce, 
dream. You are a crack through which to breathe. What does it mean for La Ortiga 
to “put life at the center” in order to rethink “other ways of being in the world”?

María Montesino: Look, I think that for La Ortiga to put life at the center is also to 
expose people’s lives, not as militancy but as life. I always give a lot of importance to 
everyday life, which is sometimes taken out of focus. What is important are the big 
moments, the big events, the big workshops, the big celebrations, the big publications. 
It is like when I brought the 25th anniversary magazine before, which is a hardcover 
and a lot. Well, that happens once, but I like to look at everyday life. And daily life 
in La Ortiga is crossed by personal problems, as is any other space. We have been 
through everything. We have accompanied companions in processes of all kinds of 
grief, from happiness, joy, sorrow. So, to put life at the center is also to support all of 
this. Supporting the economies that have broken down in the families of many friends. 
Accompanying other spaces and times that are not always about productivity, that 
are not always those of capitalism. It seems like we always have to be doing things, 
well there are also times to rest, there are also times for reflection, for taking stock, 
for standing still, for being lazy. These times are also putting life at the center. And I 
think this, I say this personally, but I think that to live in the rural environment and to 
live in contact with the environment where the nature, the animals, the climate, are 
totally intertwined with what you do, helps you a lot with this. Coexisting with life, 
coexisting with death, helps you to put life at the center. To relativize, to say “well, 
we have presented this project. Will they approve it?” I don’t know, but life goes on. 
When we were confined, life continued. Or rather, I want to say that yes, it is true 
that this connection with the rural environment perhaps becomes more visible. And 
I believe that the critical look, what we mentioned before, critical look in the sense 
of asking questions, seems to me fundamental as a practice of the common. The 
common that is not the collective, which is also that small nuance. I also learned 
this, not at the university, but in practice. And in practice the common tells me that 
in a town of 180 inhabitants like Fresno, you don’t choose who your neighbor is, just 
like a community in a big apartment. But the way of relating to them is different, 
because we cross each other’s paths, our animals graze in the same mountains. We 
have a series of activities at times during the year where we cross paths in a much 
more intense way. The common thing is to manage it differently, face to face, to 
coexist with people that probably have absolutely nothing to do with you. So, I think 
that that also is a critical look at taking off the veil and simply listening sometimes. 
Not to people already convinced, but to listen to others from their point of view.
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Does the rural space favor this critical reflection?

Toñi de la Iglesia: The countryside and living in a small town favors it. I think that 
there has been a turning point with the pandemic as well. The fact of having no 
choice but to stop. Breaking with the vortex of saying, “we don’t have to go, we 
have to do, all day long, day to day, the daily race, I do not arrive,” that you have 
had to stop. That moment is when you realize there is time to reflect. It is when you 
can make a compilation of all the ways of acting: how is your day to day, what do 
you prioritize, how do you organize yourself, what are you aware of, what makes 
you suffer, what do you enjoy, what are your hopes, where do you want the world 
to go if we get out of this, as we said. So I believe that this has been an important 
turning point and that somehow those who were already in contact with the rural 
areas, with rurality, with a more intimate environment between people and nature, 
well it was already there. That point was there, but it has developed a lot more. 
And life is at the center of this, life. But the life of normal, common people. We use 
“normal” because, what do we mean by normal?  But normal is your neighbor, the 
person across the street, the one who is like you and the one who has nothing to 
do with you, the one who is different, right? To take all that into account. It is very 
important and I would like to highlight what María said, that this does not stem 
from militancy. To learn to develop a consciousness, a personal interest in everything 
that concerns you, beyond the slogan or saying “I am from here, I am from there.” 
No. I belong to the human species and I live in a world with many problems, where 
everything is diverse and you have to learn to look and take and live together 
and see to what extent we have points in common with all human beings. 

Through La Ortiga you defend the cultivation of nonmilitant 
critical thought, can you explain this idea?

Toñi de la Iglesia: When I say outside of militancy, it is because I have been 
militant. I have been many things; I am already a few years old. And so I had 
to be an anti-Francoist and a militant in very, very radical groups. I am not 
saying that they did not all have their reasons, but that at the time I had to 
choose between following the slogan or saying: no, I have my own independent 
thoughts and I think that this is not entirely true. And this is still very important. 
Critical thinking from rationality and from emotion as human beings, to make 
you realize that there are some rights and some basic demands that no matter 
if you are from here, there or the other side. That is the common element. We 
should not allow ourselves to get carried away with acronyms, colors, flags, or 
histories. No, human beings have common needs that must be defended.

Was there any convergence between La Ortiga and 15M?

María Montesino: In reality, it is an inspiring and exciting movement that we logically 
accompany and support, but there is no direct relationship. Besides, in 2011, if I 
remember correctly, those beginnings caught us in a very hectic moment, with many 
changes as we were saying earlier, a lot of work in the restaurant, which is also a job 
in the hotel business. Seven days a week, self-exploiting the family, right? Also, when 
you are a business owner, you exploit yourself more because you are always working, 
a family project, three people working with occasional help from other friends. We 
are in a very precarious time and I think it is an interesting reflection, without a lot of 
time to dedicate to social struggles. I think that this is also a problem that I find now 
from the relative calm of other colleagues who come and tell me that all of this is very 
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well, María, but I don’t have time to fight because when I get home I want to turn on 
Netflix and watch a movie. That is what a girl of 20, 22 years told me this year, with a 
precarious job and studying at the same time. In short, these are also realities that must 
be listened to. Sometimes the body is tired, the mind is tired and it is hard, right?  That 
militancy, certainly, always an inspirational movement and in the image of many people.

Toñi de la Iglesia: In relation to 15M, I would say that organizationally there 
was no collaboration, but as far as the news reached us and all, of course with 
a fairly broad label, I would say we were almost 100% with the movement. It 
seems to us, as María says, that the word can be this: inspiring. And the joy, in 
a certain way, of seeing how cyclically there are generations that wake up and 
take to the streets and present a struggle that, like many fights in the past, is 
more romantic than real possibility. But utopia is necessary. If when you are 20 
years old you don’t go out to the streets and you say that this has to change, 
when the hell are you going to do it? So in that sense, how can you not?

Toñi, you have been an active participant in citizen protest movements. 
What differences do you see between the 15M citizen demonstration 
and the processes in which you have participated?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Man, there is a fundamental difference. I see that 15M 
tried to delve into that utopia of the assembly, of the convergence of 
distinct thoughts, different generations, that boiling diversity, right? But of 
course, it is a continuous fight. It is a continuous struggle. I feel like I am a 
successor of the saying that “the revolution is not made, it is organized.” 

Do you think that lessons from the past have been 
incorporated into present struggles?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I have that same sensation and it is something that repeats itself 
generationally. It is very difficult to learn from other people’s mistakes, because 
otherwise we could have made much more progress. When they say “everyone has 
to learn from their own mistakes,” I agree. But how sad, right? Because, of course, 
all the effort that was made, for example in Madrid, I know that a tremendous effort 
was made for the neighborhoods. But there were movements and participation. And 
they were very difficult years, very hard. All that associative fabric was lost, it was not 
recognized, some little things are still continuing. And suddenly a new generation 
of young people arrived that thought that they had discovered the answer. What 
happened? The important thing is this: the Mediterranean should be discovered from 
time to time. But why not incorporate all of the little streams that we already had out 
there? We are going to make a big move. And in that sense, which I do not know if it 
will come out or not, it is very important to advocate for intergenerational knowledge. 
And when we talk about historical memory, what kind of historical memory are we 
talking about? Historical memory is not only the whole process of Franco’s regime 
and of evil, it is a memory of many previous generations. Looking back in every family 
you can learn from your neighbor, from other people, who your father was, who your 
grandfather was, what your great-grandfather did, where he lived, how he lived.

María Montesino: Also, memory can be facilitated by politics as agencies of power. 
This happened to my mother, and I say this because she is not going to. At one point 
in her life she left the party structure because she is atheist, just as I have never 
believed in God. So she decided to leave. Similarly for the question of feminism, 
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because there was a lot of masculinity. But for example, Toñi is one of the people 
who is in the famous photo of the balcony when Cantabria gained its autonomy, she 
was the first president of the Democratic Association of Women in Cantabria. But 
because she stopped identifying with certain left-wing parties or stopped participating 
in community practices like those we continue to see, she is not recognized. And 
people who have continued to be militant in other parties are still recognized. So 
it is also interesting to see how these parties are often very modern, very vertical 
parties, even if they think they are not, very flag-waving, and exclude the memories 
of people like her. In addition, a woman from a migrant family who grew up in 
Sao Paulo with a history of returning to Spain at the age of 18. With a stunning 
history of struggles, many struggles of migration, of memories, of generations. And 
how that memory fades because it is not integrated into a power structure.

Can you describe the territory in which the project of La Ortiga is rooted?

María Montesino: The territory, the Campoo Valley, we say is a valley that is in the 
south of Cantabria. Cantabria is a province that is in the north of Spain. The Campoo 
Valley is a valley that has a mixed population. When we talk about a mixed population, 
we mean that the economic profile of those families is mixed. They have basically 
two sources of income. One that comes from the naval factory that Reinosa has 
had for many years. This income from the naval factory is very important because 
it means that the farmers and ranchers, mainly high mountain ranchers, suddenly 
have a stable income and a good income as well. The metal regime. And it is a group 
of mixed families where livestock raising is still present, but already very diversified. 
There is a little bit of tourism, because there is a ski resort there. It is very seasonal, 
very tied to the snow, very linked to winter. The rest of the time it is a landscape 
that has two parts. It is part of the Castilian landscape in the summer, dry, yellow.

Toñi de la Iglesia: In the high mountains.

María Montesino: In the high mountains, but it also has some of 
the green and humidity of more of the other regions.

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is a transition zone between Cantabria and Castilla.

María Montesino: And that would be the Campoo Valley. We are in Fresno del Río, 
which is where the house in Fresno is located, where la Ortiga has its headquarters. 
La Ortiga is really very mobile in this sense. It does not have a headquarters where 
things are done, rather we do things where it works. If there is a project that arises 
in Cabuérniga, then we are in Cabuérniga wherever we are invited or when we go to 
women’s associations, a meadow, a park, a square, a house of culture. And the same 
is true in the countryside. We can do things from home. We have a garden, we have a 
local place that was unthinkable in its day, where there were tables, chairs, where we 
had a wall for exhibits, where we could do little things. We still have it, we still have a 
bar. If we have to hold a meeting, we can retake that space or redefine it, but there is 
no specific physical space, so we would be a mobile association in this sense, right?

How many people live in Fresno del Río?

María Montesino: Fresno del Río in total has as of a little while ago one hundred and 
eighty something registered. And on Sunday, when we voted on whether or not we 
wanted wind farms on the mountain, there was a census of 143 people as of today.
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What are the demographics of the population in Fresno del Río?

María Montesino: Fresno is very close to Reinosa. Reinosa would be like a capital 
of the Valley. Let’s say that there is already a population of 9,000 people, it is a 
large town, men and women alike, a population not excessively aged, with a lot 
of people between 30, 40, 45 years old who decide to live in Fresno because 
it is comfortable, because they are closer to Reynosa, because it is close to 
the highway, etcetera and they have their families there. So it would be a very 
balanced population I think. Not excessively male, not very old either, even though 
it is a rural environment, this must also be said, it is true that in general, in our 
area, not in all rural areas, but in our area there are usually older populations.

Administratively speaking, how is Fresno del Río organized?

María Montesino: Fresno del Río in Cantabria belongs to the municipality of 
Campo de Medio. In Campo de Medio we have 3,800 inhabitants in 16 villages. 
Depending on the size of the village, there is an open council or a neighborhood 
council. If the town has more than 100 people, it is a neighborhood council. 
Our town has a neighborhood council. How are decisions made? When there 
is a neighborhood council, the neighborhood council is sovereign. It can 
decide on whatever it wants. Any public issue can be decided. If there is an 
open council, any public or common issue is taken to the council, which is 
usually decided in these spaces in a valley like the one in the countryside. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Like an assembly.

María Montesino: Yes, issues mainly related to livestock, or things that affect the 
common good. For example: a road, electricity, the ownership of I don’t know what, 
we are near the reservoir and there is a section, I don’t know which, of the Ebro 
Hydrographic Confederation and so on. These types of issues. The open council is 
convened by means of an announcement on the town bulletin board. In the past, 
it was done through a letter that was passed between all of the neighbors of the 
town and signed to ensure that everyone had received the letter. They no longer 
do it this way. Now it is done through WhatsApp. They do it within one side or 
opinion group of the town. On a given day and with a given council they address 
such issues. For a council to be valid it has to be attended by at least a percentage, 
I don’t remember how much. I think a two-thirds consensus. I don’t want to give 
wrong information. But there has to be a certain percentage represented. If not then 
they can overrule the council as it would not be valid. It has to be held on Sunday 
so that everyone can go. And it has to be posted on the announcement bulletin at 
least 15 days before, I think I remember, so that people have time to get organized.

María Montesino: Neighborhood council. Pros and cons of a neighborhood council. 
From my point of view, I like the aspects of democracy, but everything is a con. 
Why? Because it takes away our representation, but unfortunately, in the view of 
most people it is very comfortable because “now I don’t have to go to decide, to go 
to vote. They decide for me, how comfortable, how easy.” When the neighborhood 
council convenes a council if it wants to, because it does not have the obligation to 
do so, when there are specific issues to deal with. I will give a clear example; all of the 
neighbors of Fresno have been called this Sunday to decide about the wind turbine 
mega-project that they want to plant on us in the mountain pass, if we want to give 
the town council’s land to the company or not. And they have made a very simple 
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vote with envelopes from 10:00 to 15:00 in the afternoon, where we have voted and 
it has come out, that we do not want to give the land to the company, because it is a 
company that wants to destroy not only the mountain but also the whole road of the 
town. It’s crazy, right?  Issues of livestock should also be voted on, but the councils 
are never made. In our town, councils have not been held in years because they are 
conflictive and the town mayors do not want to hold councils. I went to vote and not 
only did I go to vote, but I went to see how they did the counting. All the neighbors 
were invited, but only three of us went: me, my partner and another neighbor. Three 
people out of 143 in the census, seeing how the votes are counted. When we asked 
how the no vote was going to be managed, because the no’s of the right and the 
ultra-right are not very different. We can talk about that later, right? Then they say 
that with that, what they are going to do is transmit it to the town council so that the 
city council requests that this mountain pass be a wind exclusion zone. We will see 
what they do. Because we also have the good fortune that in our town the president 
of the neighborhood council is the president of the city council. So it is very funny. 
You ask for a written request at the town hall and say “I want to talk to so and so.” 
Then the president of the town hall, Mayor Pedro Manuel, communicates it to Pedro 
Manuel as president of the neighborhood council of Fresno. This has happened to me.

Are there communal spaces in Fresno del Río?  If so, what type are they?

María Montesino: Yes, in Fresno we have common-use spaces, that are also a model 
for the people that pay attention to us, that are replicated in all of the towns of 
Campoo Valley, although not in the other towns of Cantabria. In many but not all. In 
Campoo, there are still communal lands. So the model would be old local schools 
and neighborhood councils. The premises of the neighborhood associations are 
usually part of the same block of buildings that have been restored. The old schools 
were girls’ schools during the Franco regime. The children’s schools have now been 
redefined into spaces known as teleclubs. They are spaces of collective management 
of a common thing, which in the case of our town goes out to auction every few 
years. There are people who manage the cafeteria bar, which they use for association 
reunions, etc. This also occurs for women’s associations. Men’s associations do not 
exist in the same way, but they are normally “rondas.” “Rondas” are groups of many 
men who sing traditional folklore songs as a choir. This group of men’s rondas and 
women’s associations, cultural associations is similar throughout the region. Sometimes 
in towns with a larger population, there are village associations and that is all. But it is 
true, I have to say, that it is a very gender-biased vision, both in sociability and as an 
organizational model. Men with men, women with women. And we all get on a bus 
together when there is an association outing. But there is usually a large difference 
in practices based on gender, based on this system of collective management.

María Montesino: Common land is the property of the neighborhood council or the 
open council, that is, we are going to say, “natural” places. That is, the hills, pastures, 
high mountain passes, prairies, farm land, that have diverse uses. Normally in the 
countryside valley there are two uses: one for the activity of farming and one for timber 
and firewood. In the ordenances it tends to be distributed as pastures and firewood. 
What does this mean? That whichever resident of a village, just for being a resident, is 
registered as a resident if they live there for at least six months and a day per year. It 
doesn’t work to live in Santander and be registered as a resident. You have to reside 
there for at least six months a year. They used to look for chimney smoke. How often 
does smoke come from your chimney? These things are very strange. You have the 
right to harvest firewood from public mountains and these days a forest agent comes 
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to mark old trees, trees that have to be removed for purposes of commodification of 
the mountain. They always cut down that timber. They are not barbarians, it is not a 
lot of timber, logically. They make a bunch that they call “adras” and they distribute 
those “adras” to the residents who want them. And there is free use of timber for 
residents. And then the second use is farming, agriculture, or a livestock zone. What 
does this mean? If you are a resident who lives there for those six months and you 
have a title for ranching, your animals, cows, horses, sheep, goats, whatever you 
have, you have the right to take them to pasture on the communal mountains. And 
there is regulation for this, a few pasture ordinances that will regulate every village, 
if there are biological restoration zones, in which time periods, how much you pay 
per animal, what relation, what equation to use to distribute the hectares between 
neighbors. And that tends to be a fundamental use for those people who, like in my 
case for example, are not landowners and so have to reclaim it in the 21st century. I 
am a livestock farmer by principle title which means that the majority of my income 
comes purely from the act of ranching and I have no ownership of the land. Zero 
ownership. I pay rent and have communal land for my use. If they block my access to 
the communal land, I have a very big issue with my personal economy and also with 
agro-environmental activity that opens a unique way of understanding the world, the 
animals and the harmony with the environment, very different from many traditional 
operations that, even though they are traditional, are not always beautiful because 
they aspire to be industrial and intense. So this community is distributed like this.

María Montesino: And to make a final point, there are communities, there are villages, 
for example Requejo, the Lucio village of my partner, where everyday they distribute 
“hazas.” The “hazas” mean that they distribute land to cultivate. Land where families 
used to sow potatoes, sow wheat for animals and plant vegetable gardens. Because 
the world of livestock is very disjointed, this is no longer done, but people continue 
to have rights for 20, 30 or 50 euros per year to hectares of land and this has to be 
reclaimed. New families that want to come to the countryside and say “look, I want 
to plant my lettuce, my vegetables and my potatoes.” There is communal land that 
is still managed in a communal way and I think that this is an impressive power that 
deserves to be brought to the center of the question. Something as simple as that.

Which are the biggest challenges and threats faced 
by those who decide to live in the town?

María Montesino: I will tell you and there are many that occur to me right now, here 
in such a large territory, there are always models. The capitalist, extractive, touristic 
model is crushing us. And there are many examples of these practices. For example, 
the Land Law, is an ecological transition that when put into practice is being left to 
companies that want to speculate with the land. What transition are we talking about? 
This must also be said. And we are people that think, how can we not be in favor of 
renewables and in favor of eco-socialism and in favor of all these issues? Evidently 
we are, but not in this way. All of this is put in danger. And when the time comes, I 
would also say that caciquismo of all life is masked and has many faces. When we talk 
about patriarchy, well for María Montesinos, patriarchy is a neighborhood council of five 
gentlemen from the Popular Party who prevent a woman that represents many other 
women from traveling to the countryside. With an acro-ecological activity that impedes 
this woman and her economy and her family with her from having communal land. 
That is also where we directly attack the patriarchy, as the expression goes, sometimes 
the idea and also in concrete ways. That is to say, patriarchy is these gentlemen.
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Toñi de la Iglesia: Personify everyday reality.

María Montesino: These types of examples are happening. And I would also say, and 
one that I was talking about the other day in Barcelona, it scares me and it seems 
terrible to me, is the Alt-Right in the villages. It is terrible to see how young people, 
young boys, young girls, young people are entering through this discourse because 
they are very frustrated. They are very frustrated. There is a lot of frustration generated 
sometimes by environmental movements in the city that are not connected to other 
problems. I learned a lot about the issue of wolves, for example. To work through 
this conflict. I had a cattle ranch that coexisted with the wild fauna. My cows live 
together with wolves, wild boars, vultures in the high mountains, with kites, bulls, and 
obviously I am there. How do I defend that coexistence? There are other alternatives, 
but these young people are not listening to them. They are listening and channeling 
their frustration to the pulse of the Spanish flag and with the discourse of the Alt-
Right. And this is a terrible threat that also identifies cattle raising, hunting, and even 
bullfighting in certain places, as a rural world. There is not one rural world, there are 
many rural worlds. But this image is being sold in the media. Spain is empty, emptied. 
That is a new colonialism, we are in that now, we are living it here in Cantabria.

Toñi de la Iglesia: What I see is the tendency of the Alt-Right, which is 
nothing new on the other hand, but what they are trying to do, is unite 
everything, to identify themselves with a series of univocal values. They are 
always the same and curiously everything oozes machismo, everything oozes 
patriarchalism and everything oozes, in short, totalitarianism, right? 

In La Ortiga you defend the concept of “new ruralities.” Can you 
explain what you are referring to with this concept?

Toñi de la Iglesia: In the face of the rural, in the face of this univocality, what we 
demand is diversity. There is no one rural. There are many in the new ruralities. Some 
are new, others are not so new. What is missing is looking. It is necessary to look at 
them with another perspective and listen and take into account the knowledge and 
distinct ways of life that are there. On the other hand, that does not mean returning 
to the countryside, returning to the villages, that cannot be. Now, as a “new utopia,” 
we do not go there. And “that is Eden, it is a happy Arcadia,” that is not true. To 
live in a small town is to live in the center of conflict. You also have to live with the 
conflict, because not all people think the same way, not all approach things in the 
same way. You cannot arrive in a town without knowing how people live, what the 
circumstances are, and pretend that what you have, your imagination, is what you are 
going to find—no. That is why we have cases of people who believe it is picturesque, 
that come to a town and complain because the rooster sings in the morning and 
because the cows pass by but I don’t know where. Well, let’s see, animals exist, 
roosters crow, birds are not an annoyance but a symphony. You have to learn how to 
coexist, to break with the other things that you carry and leave them behind. So, the 
new realities are no different than the new forms of coexisting that must exist in all 
realms. Perhaps the difference is that here the new is smaller, it is closer and forces 
you to have more relationships born of proximity. Because in a small city, because 
there are more people, you don’t greet everyone in the street, but in a town you do, 
and you end up knowing your neighbors. And it is from this difference, from diversity, 
that these new relationships should be established. Because of this I think those who…
Well, I do not know if I should say that we come from. I am from an urban place, even 
though I have spent many years also living in rural areas. You have to learn to listen, 
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because many times there is not only one solution to a problem, but more than one. 
And when we get closer, it would be a form of breaking that homogenous vision of 
things. For me the “danger” is always in comfort, in leaving other people to decide 
for you. In the case of governing bodies, I don’t care if it is a neighborhood council, a 
city council, or whatever. If we believe that democracy is voting every four years and 
then whatever they do to me is done, we are going wrong. The new ruralities must 
also be based on participation, on being willing to be part of this new enclave where 
we are, to listen and also to carry a message of closeness and outreach. And to be 
willing not only to listen, but to change your vision of what things are in a smaller place. 
And that is profoundly complicated, but at the same time it is profoundly enriching. 

María Montesino: And then, to add something about the new realities, I would also 
like to say that sociology studies the concept of new realities a lot. I am working on a 
thesis about this now and I could give you an immense lecture, but I won’t, but I would 
like to make a note, okay? New ruralities is a concept that is being studied right now 
and also tries to reflect this idea of new settlers in a very current rural environment. 
This kind of “exodus.” And also as a space—as I understand it and I am also trying to 
defend the thesis a little—as a space of conflict. What happens when people who 
come from an urban environment, especially certain ideologies, militancies or practices, 
arrive in a rural environment, often conservative, etc.? But always understanding 
the rural environment, not as a fixed photo of the past, but as a living space.

Is environmentalism integrated into this idea of a new rurality?

Toñi de la Iglesia: The concept of an ecologist, environmentalism and others, here 
once again we face the lack of knowledge on the part of the population. It does not fit 
in my head that rationally someone has knowledge of what it means to be an ecologist 
or to be an environmentalist. That in short is the balance, every farmer by definition, for 
every rural inhabitant, would have to be an ecologist, but for being born there. In fact, 
I believe that in older generations, the majority of people were ecologists and did not 
know it. They practiced environmentalism and did not know it and they practiced a—we 
could say, sustainable—way of life and did not know it. So now the problem is that we 
give ourselves to and we are moved by slogans, we do not think that they put us there, 
“this is good, that is bad, the ecologist cares, the ecologist is so good, that is true.” This 
is the problem, in short: lack of information and lack of knowledge. And who takes 
advantage of all this? As always the system and all the messiahs of totalitarianisms 
that are not new, they have new faces, but they take advantage of that. The extreme 
right and all these people who grab a lot of people who do not have the capacity to 
reason the concepts. We live in a world of slogans. “Good, bad, yes to this, no to that.”

María Montesino: Being called a good environmentalist is an 
insult. Where we are, environmentalism is an insult.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, yes, yes.

María Montesino: Our ranch, which is environmental, fundamentally because 
of its management, but also because it has a little stamp, this little stamp 
of dictatorship. It is another dictatorship, but we are not debating that 
today. But “environmentalists” are maintained in those archaic ruralities, 
and come in part from the discourse of the Alt-Right, that maintain 
dichotomous thinking. That of “good or bad environmentalist,” etcetera.
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What are some stereotypes and prejudices that you 
tend to find about the rural world?

María Montesino: Well, Toñi already talked about one. The photo, the romantic, idyllic 
vision, oftentimes “ah, the countryside, and look at it.” I mean, yes. The countryside 
has flowers and it also has a lot of fertilizer. Sometimes it smells like flowers and 
sometimes it smells like shit, and we have to say it both ways. The first thing that 
I would say to you is that you have to be aware of having a specific view. And I 
believe that the first perspective or approach would be to say that we are still in a 
very modern vision, very evolutionary, progressive, developmental. So when I went to 
Bilbao to do my thesis, I returned to the village and started frying eggs and potatoes, 
wearing an apron. The people in the town, the first reversed stereotypes, said “Oh, 
that poor woman had to come back from Bilbao because she couldn’t find a job 
and she had to come here to do this. The poor girl, look at her.” That first vision from 
inside is the product of many years of disdain. But that vision was the first time that 
I said “look,” because it makes you sad in some way. I am the granddaughter of two 
peasant women who had that idea in their heads. “This is bad, that is good, you 
follow that path, study that way, etcetera.” So it is very difficult to break the prejudice 
when there are so many imaginaries that we grew up with our whole lives, from 
the rancid movies of the Franco regime, with the hen and the cage, to the village 
idiot. A lot of expressions that are in the language, that are in our everyday life.

And then many times from the culture itself, from the cultural sector itself or whatever 
you want to call it, also happens when you work on culture crossed by rural areas 
and you work with artists, for example, who work through collaborative processes 
in rural areas. Ah, but yes, there are other spaces that are not conventional spaces 
of art representation, that are not the Reina Sofía, that are not the capital city of 
the provinces, whatever it is, that are not public entities. There are other spaces. So, 
going back to the question of how La Ortiga can contribute to this from a cultural 
project, break by doing. It is by doing and demonstrating that it is done from other 
places and from other perspectives. And each one of us contributes our grain of 
sand. I would love to live in a plural society with a lot of migrant women who would 
be integrated with me, but I am not in that environment. The migrant women in 
my area are cleaning the houses of retired men, of the factory or of ladies I don’t 
know what, or they are working on the cattle ranches with precarious salaries. And 
that small grain of sand, if I manage that in one of La Ortigas collective projects, 
those people will see themselves represented, those people will participate, we are 
already demonstrating that there is a diverse rurality that is different and that can 
be just as powerful, equally beautiful, equally visible. Or not, because not everything 
has to be visible and be beneath the spotlight of what is happening in the cities. 
But it is a problem of many years of education and it is a problem of power.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Even today we continue to educate from preconception. From 
the idea that a rural village is always in inferior conditions and that in fact all families 
aspire for their children to go, to leave there. In other words, the objective is to leave 
the town, to go to the city, in some cases to the university, in other cases to work or 
whatever. So perhaps an important task is also these new generations that have left 
the town, that effectively have gone to the university, that have education, that have 
lived, we say, in both urban and rural worlds equally, and that at a given moment based 
on a personal reflection, whatever it may be, decide that they can return, but in another 
way. The new ruralities also form part of that diversity. A native of a rural area who 
has gone to the city, who has been educated, who no longer has reasons to consider 
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themself in inferior conditions, and returns with a different project, with another vision, 
with another perspective. That would be a way of transforming the rural environment. 
I believe that with a future, it is a very slow formula, because not everyone can 
or even considers it, but it is a real possibility that exists. If we manage to create 
conditions for the transformation of the territory, so that its inhabitants can return in 
decent conditions, which is also part of the diversity of the diversity of rural areas.

María, you used to live in an urban area until you returned 
to Fresno del Río and decided to stay and live there. Can you 
tell us what this transition has been like for you?

María Montesino: I also make two trips back and forth because I am from the city, 
that was our vacation home. I am middle class with a second residence, recovered 
from my country grandmother. To go in the summer on vacation is something very 
normal for my age group, I am 40 years old, I was born in ‘82. So there is a first 
return, a first recognition on the part of the town’s community, and later there is a 
return when I come from the university, having already presented my thesis process 
proficiently, with a very good scholarship and I left everything there and I came.

How do I live like that? To begin, all of my friends and colleagues said, “How are 
you doing to get to the town, but what do you do there?” The first thing is, “what 
do you do there? Why are you there all the time? If you are no longer going to 
Bilbao, if you are no longer going to be at the university, if you are not going to be 
with us partying here, what are you doing there?” I have always been a person, 
on the one hand who likes to be with people, very verbose and talkative, but also 
deeply lonely and a bit pessimistic, although it sometimes may not seem so. So I 
was always trapped in a certain connection with the rural environment, that was not 
very touristic at that time, with an extreme climate, very cold, snowy. Perhaps that 
seemed to me to be the fruit of romanticism. I also thought it was very beautiful, 
and I experienced it as something that signified a very big change in my life. But 
something that to some extent connected me to my paternal grandma who raised 
me at home. My grandmother was in Santander, at home, and for me, what she 
told me was very similar to what I saw, with how I had imagined life could be. There 
were many ruptures on that trip, many disappointments along the way. I talked to 
my colleagues as well. I came from a school of sociology and critical politics in the 
Basque Country, which I think still exists. Well, that’s where I am now. But with a lot 
of disenchantment colliding with reality after being in a closed society, very macho, 
very much structured for men, where there were things that said, “this is what we 
had already learned, we are still here.” And yet, that same situation seemed very 
seductive to me. I had a thought that maybe I could contribute something.

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is a challenge in a certain way.

María Montesino: Yes, but a process with a lot of disenchantment and many doubts as 
well. And many doubts in reverse, which is to say, many times I have learned so much 
about older people, older women and men also. I have learned so much. I think that 
the thing that changes my life the most is living with domesticated animals, not dogs 
and cats which we also have. But for me it was a very profound change that also has 
a lot to do with personal processes and that has a lot to do with grief, with life, with 
death. How I know the peasant world or what is left of it, because technically there 
are no more peasant societies, we know that, but as I know, the world that remains, 
that aftertaste, is how I approach my coexistence with animals. That changed my 
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life forever. Many times from the outside I have discussions with great friends, anti-
specialists, with people who come from these movements. I think it’s great to have 
those discussions. But there is a profound change when the lives of several animals 
depend on you. I think that is good, because I think we have to go back to rural 
practices in that sense. Whether you decide to eat meat or not, someone will eat it. Or, 
for me, the question that I was asking myself is what we do with these communities 
in the world that continue to be farmers, that continue to have animals because they 
pass those mountains beside them and manage that forest of oaks and carvings. And 
they’re still making food, real food, not food that fails to give nourishment, real food 
that they continue to cultivate. What relationship do we have with this world? And I 
understood to a certain extent that the whole world was mixed up like a haiku. 7-5-7, a 
haiku. What nonsense! Amazing, the whole world is there in that, small. It is the whole 
world in the cycle of a year. It is the whole world. In the spring it is the cycle of life, life 
and death. There is something very potent that for me was a radical rupture and above 
all a very critical rupture within the academy. In my personal case, I am the daughter 
of an autodidact, I always say. I am very academic because I am, because I have 
that connection, but there is also a very critical rupture with those learning spaces.

How do you experience the capitalist privatization of rural areas?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I continue to see the eternal struggle of David versus Goliath 
here. It is complicated. Being in favor of renewable energies and so on, what I 
see is that the big corporations end up imposing themselves. We cannot lose 
sight of the context. So, right now capitalism has been going on for many years. 
But of course, recently this brutal development, this extreme liberal capitalism 
that does not respect anything at all, not even its own existence, because there 
will come a time when there will be no one left to exploit. So the fact that 
alternative energies have been left in the hands of large corporations is a bestial 
problem and that is what we have to fight against. “You ecologists do not know 
what you want because you say no to everything”. No, gentlemen, we do not 
say no to everything. We say that it cannot be installed. Because it is a lie. They 
are not four windmills, they are real mega-parks, they are industrial parks.

María Montesino: They are polygons that are called parks to 
make it sound nice. They are windmills 200 meters high. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: That’s right. It’s barbaric. But an aesthetic barbarity, ethical 
barbarity, everything. Whatever words you want to use. For me that is the problem. 
There is the bait that the people, the population is being told that they are going 
to leave you some benefits, but what benefits? There are irreplaceable things. So 
you can’t destroy the forest because these super mega models are coming, then 
everything becomes that enormity. I still think that small is beautiful, that it has 
been a slogan that worked years ago and that maybe the solution is not so much to 
build those huge windmills as to make sure that we do not have these solar panels, 
but let’s go make energy communities in some way, expressed in this small way.

What would an energy transition that had no negative repercussions 
on the territory and the lives of its habitants look like?

María Montesino: So, to add something to what Toñi said, we have worked on 
a community energy process, an energy community prototype. Two years ago 
in one of the projects of the Citizen Social Innovation Laboratory, the one that 
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Toñi mentioned before, Rural Experimenta. It is a group of people from outside 
of Cantabria with local people and so on who tried to design a proposal for an 
energy community. How do you make the whole energy transition, etcetera on a 
day to day basis? Through conflict. Why? Because it was not being done well and 
when you enter into the nuance, you enter. In other words, of course we want 
renewables, but there are other ways. Why is there not a proper Land Ordenation 
law? And there are zones that have to be sacrificed, let’s distribute them. What is 
the sense of having two wind farms or two mega windmills in our mountain port 
with eight-meter access tracks behind traditional houses without foundations, 
which would collapse? What is the sense of taking that energy to Germany? I 
mean, let’s relocate if it’s not that hard. As always, the model. We are going to 
make energy communities, we are going to take advantage of that communal 
management so we can have light in the village through solar panels or a windmill. 
But let it manage. It is a model; it is not only the windmill, it is the model.

Toñi de la Iglesia: But that is part of the system in which we are immersed. In a small 
town like Fresno de Río, there is no need for five tractors. There is no need to recover 
mutual aid. We make do with livestock, sharing machinery, giving mutual aid. Everything 
has already been invented, but it is precisely the people who are the heirs to these 
community management models who reject these models. They want all their own 
machinery, their own land, the bigger the better. We are in smallholdings because the 
farms are very small and you see some machines that are very good for wheat fields.

María Montesino: Talking about the proposals and false promises of the companies. 
And these spaces, the neighborhood councils as in the case of our town, make it easier 
for companies like Capital Energy to come last year to Fresno del Rio to tell us that 
the light was going to be free. Surreal and boycotting citizen movements such as the 
Platform for the Defense of Southern Cantabria, the Montaña Palentina, could make use 
of these common spaces. Here only the company’s discourse is favored, which is the 
objective discourse, not the discourse of the citizens. So this is also the order of the day.

You have mentioned the importance of learning to inhabit conflict as 
one of the pillars of this idea of new rurality. Can you explain the types 
of conflicts that you have encountered on the path of La Ortiga?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Totalitarianisms. I would like to talk about totalitarianisms.

María Montesino: Yes, yes, I am telling you. In fact I was trying to express it before. 
What happens is that many times with rural issues, for example, we also have the 
problem of conflict. Besides, in La Ortiga we have worked on it a lot, on how the 
conflict sometimes gets swept under the rug. We believe that the conflict comes 
from tension, there is a division, there is something to say. A conflict implies a 
need to listen to different voices. There are concrete cases where they are also 
perpetrated by left-wing extremism. For example, we find this in the case of the 
wolves when we talk about processes of dialogue, of knowledge. We work a lot 
with this profoundly anthropological idea, on the other hand, of the dialogue of 
knowledge. We are going to sit down with these people on equal terms. This is 
not an academy, this is not an institution, this is not a classroom. We are going 
to listen to this 80 year old woman named Angelines, and I always use her as an 
example, poor Angelines. And I say that if I explain something in such a way that 
Angelines does not understand it, I am doing something wrong, not her, me. 
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So this dialogue of knowledge between people of rural origin, multiple knowledges, 
thinking with the hands as a metaphor and people who come from another academic 
world, or from militancy, or from the city or from culture or whatever you want to 
call it. I am trying to simplify so as not to start quoting everybody, many times that 
is not heard. And the wolf for example, is a clear example of it, no? People who 
are in favor of keeping the wolf blindly, without listening and who are leaving aside 
a hard reality in farming families. Especially in farming families who have not only 
inherited a space, but also an imaginary. Farming families that have been shepherds 
their whole lives, who have seen how suddenly the management of the forest is 
no longer done 100 percent by the people, but by other entities, there are other 
organizations, there are laws that control this mountain. Or foundations that respect, 
that defend wildlife, but often put on a veil and do not see that this landscape is no 
longer natural. It is a cultural landscape, it is a landscape inhabited by people who 
spend the whole year with their animals working day by day in those mountains. 

And on the other hand, I give a very clear example, the cows, horses, animals, 
when they died before, they were taken to some areas in the villages that were 
called vultures, I think I remember, where those animals were eaten by scavenger 
birds. The vulture had food, it had carrion. This was stopped when the mad cow 
disease emerged and suddenly, instead of saying “well, let’s analyze the carcasses 
of the animals to see where they have to go,” it was said: “you are not going to get 
insurance, and a green truck is going to come and pick up the dead animals.” So all 
of the ranchers must have insurance on dead animals so that when an animal dies, 
we call this green truck which comes, picks up that cow with a pen, and deposits it 
and then that animal is incinerated. Okay. It is a very clear and simple example of how 
to institutionalize an agroecological rural management of the death of an animal. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: That chain is broken.

María Montesino: That chain is broken and suddenly, what do we find? Not to 
mention the wolves that we always find? That there are many vultures which 
you know are scavengers that do not kill. There are many vultures that are killing 
animals that are giving birth. And this is a clear example, cows and mares, not 
always mares, cows lie down to give birth with labor pains, they lie down, the 
baby comes out, first the head and the legs. And logically liquids, blood, etcetera 
are produced during birth which causes pain. So the vultures attack these animals 
alive, eat the baby and the birthing mother because this chain has been broken. 
It is not the vulture’s fault, the fault is in the rural way of managing the death of 
the animal so that the vulture has food. And this whole process is done with more 
carbon footprint, at greater expense to the farmer, etcetera, and the animal no 
longer has carrion. It is a very clear example. And many times only the profoundly 
urbanist discourse is heard. And I think that has to do even philosophically with the 
idea of nature and culture. Nature as a wild thing, as this construction. But there 
is a human management of all that. Then we can enter into the debate about 
how this coexistence with animals, humans, non-humans, etcetera. Fundamental 
ecofeminism, the idea of Yayo and many other women of co-dependence. We can 
go into that, but the reality is that it exists. And many times my partner Lucio always 
says that it is as if people suddenly say, “Look, this month I am going to take 600 
euros off of your paycheck because a vulture has eaten a calving cow.” Let’s see 
how you manage that. There are realities that we do not want to hear, and I simply 
believe that they deserve that we sit down and listen. And then we will see. 
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How do you understand the concept of “culture” through La Ortiga?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Well, just as there is no single rurality. Cultures are ways of life. 
So here we understand that there is not one culture, there are many cultures. And 
in practice, we try to act in the ways we can through different forms of culture. 
And on the other hand, the critical sense we give to the performance of culture, 
which must somehow facilitate changes, be transformative, make impacts, cause 
people to reflect. It is a culture that does not make you think, that does not make 
you reconsider and rethink most things. It is fine as something contemplative or 
whatever. But really, our form of understanding culture goes through that practice 
that stirs you up a little bit, that makes you feel concerned with what is happening. 

Among the different activities of La Ortiga you also publish 
a magazine. Where and how can it be purchased? 

Toñi de la Iglesia: We distribute the magazine through bookstores across all 
of Spain. It was a tremendous job. I still have a list of about 200 bookstores, 
but I would calculate that half of them have disappeared. But now, subscribing 
and such has more to do with the webpage, which I’ll let you explain.  

María Montesino: Yes, the website, laortigacolectiva.net, has a form that you fill out 
and people can subscribe. Our current subscription is a bit surreal. Because we do 
the paper version with a print run, we say: zero paper waste protocol. Why? Because 
we realized that sometimes we were printing a lot of issues and the people could 
download it as a digital version in pdf. There were people who did not want paper, 
so we did very small print runs. You can find them in bookstores in Cantabria, in 
Santander you can find it in La Vorágine and in the Librería Gil, in Torrelavega de 
libros, in Cabezón de la Sal we are in the bookstore Sancho Panza, and also in Reinosa 
in the Quiosco Ana Mari. And from there we ship all over Spain, even beyond. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: La Libre also, in Santander.

María Montesino: And it is done very artisanally, and then with the issue 
of subscription, we are deeply undisciplined, I have to say it because it is 
true. Even on the website, we say the subscription is 30 euros a year. We 
publish two issues for sure and if we can, three. Those 30 euros include 
shipping costs, and all VATs, you get two magazines, if we can three, and 
you support this paper publication so as not to lose the nostalgia. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Not the nostalgia. Really, paper is paper.

María Montesino: We will return to paper, we will return to paper. 

La Ortiga functions like an educative space focused on raising citizens’ awareness 
of different issues related to new ruralities and social ecology. Are you invited to 
participate as co-educators in the formal and non-formal educational spaces? 

María Montesino: There are two groups. I think that one of them is more a “tell me 
how you do it from a rural perspective and give me examples” and I like that one. 
Examples of projects, processes, practices, a lot for this one. And later, the group that 
sometimes calls you, normally this is true for me because I have completed my thesis 
and I have recovered a little of my link with the university, and says “you can give a 
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seminar or you can lead a workshop, María. You can give a training,” and I always 
take the opportunity to give examples and in those varied examples I always explain 
La Ortiga, because I find it interesting. But yes, we are in many of those spaces.

Given your own educational experience, what do you think should be 
changed in the formal education system to accommodate the kind of 
experiential, reflexive, sensory, and artistic education that you practice?

María Montesino: Let’s see, I think I would start from a dialogue about learning.

Toñi de la Iglesia: More contact with reality. 

María Montesino: Getting out of the classroom. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Getting out of the classroom. 

María Montesino: New spaces. We try to work on this a lot. Getting out of the 
classroom is fundamental. I mean, why do you have to have a rectangular, square 
space, with windows, with platforms, with chairs where we look at each other’s 
necks, when we could be in other spaces where there are characteristics that 
also favor dialogue? If there are 100 people, we are not going to listen to each 
other in the same way as if there were 20 or 30 or 15. Not to be afraid of the 
small, not to be afraid to give class in a pasture, like we have our tudanca cows. 
Underneath some trees with some chairs, or on a few blankets. Not to be afraid 
of other spaces because they also place you in other perspectives about life 
and about things. And I think that dialogue about learning is fundamental.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, to facilitate listening to groups that are already in society, 
that are already active. To favor the knowledge of different trades, of different 
ways of working. But real contact with the people who are already practicing 
those familiar tasks and that knowledge. A formal school student who receives a 
lot of formal theoretical training can then later contrast the practical realization 
of that theory, because their knowledge or their interest will be closely linked to 
reality. What cannot be the case is that they spend years theorizing about what 
that wonderful professional life is going to be like, that they are never going to 
get to have. The practice. But practice en masse, not waiting to finish working 
on an internship with a company. No. In the process of theoretical learning, 
seeing how that profession is performed, what the real capacities are, what 
is the environment and knowledge of the location where it takes place.

María Montesino: And beyond profession. For example, I am thinking about young 
children and infants. How to take these children out of the classroom to explain to them 
the processes that do not have to be contained by a book. Boys and girls in villages who 
have silo balls fermenting in the meadow next door and they put them in a laboratory 
to make cars. It’s great. Look, it’s great to go and mess around and let the place go up 
in smoke. Putting voices of socially invisiblized people in the center. It is fundamental. If 
you are doing sociology of migrations, why not instead of representing migrant women, 
call migrant women and say, “we are going to be here with these people who are 
going to tell you their own process, their own life stories much better than me”? And 
that all of this has a value and that it is represented in the academy. Because it cannot 
be that it is always vampirized or established as a hierarchy. I think that we can all be 
very smart and have many qualifications, but when it comes down to it, life has us and 



#222/La Ortiga Colectiva
Constellation 

of the commons

situates us, at least how I understand the university, or how I understand knowledge 
in a horizontal space, no? Why a woman from the village who knows a lot? We did a 
workshop on the roots of this recovery of rural knowledge in the face of the climate 
crisis last fall. And you listened to women that know how to work elderberry, elderflower, 
wood. You make an energy with I-don’t-know-what paste from I-don’t-know-where. 
You manage this in this way, lifelong economies of poverty, managing zero waste. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Managing scarcity.

María Montesino: But why are the engineers listening to these people who 
are generating all kinds of stories? Why aren’t these stories being heard?

Toñi de la Iglesia: It is not secret knowledge. It has to be integrated.

María Montesino: But you have to be very brave for that. You have to break a space 
of institutionalized power and stationary knowledge, which is academia. And also, 
the “academy,” excuse the parentheses, has become such a huge bureaucracy, that 
it is great when you find spaces to breathe, like the one you have created. Other 
people are making them elsewhere. There is a reason I am in the university and 
it is for these people and it is because we cannot give everything to bureaucracy 
and neoliberalism, we have to keep on giving everything we have in those spaces 
as well. There are people who often say to me, “but why are you doing your thesis 
now? But what nonsense, if you are not going to be a professor. If I was already a 
professor, how can I not be a professor?” I am a professor; I am already a lot of things, 
not just one. But my neighbor is also a teacher, because she also teaches in other 
spaces. And above all in my case, is an anti-power question. I want to be a doctor 
so that I can say I told you so: I am a farmer and a doctor of sociology and I come 
here to give you a lecture about these things in your own environment and in your 
language. I also believe that there is a fight happening and we have to be there. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: We also have to trust in the human factor. Because in the 
end, to be able to break and penetrate those cracks in the system, which is a 
phrase that I like, there must be brave and hard-working people. Because this is 
a terrible effort, swimming against the current, taking time to be able to approach 
these things in another way, is a terrible effort and for that we must be grateful. 
That is why we must be grateful to the people who are capable of doing it. 

Do you work in connection with other processes?

María Montesino: Right now, La Ortiga is very interwoven with REAC (Network 
of Spaces and Agents of Grassroots Culture). But this type of grassroots 
cultural network is where we can fit in. And without any fear of informal 
networks, without acronyms. At a given moment we could connect with village 
women’s associations. We work in informal ways very often, because they 
require it and they don’t want formal connections either. “Well now we are 
like this, but next year daughter, maybe we will do pilates and we won’t want 
your workshops.” We don’t have to worry about this either. It’s all right.

What institutional response have you encountered?

Toñi de la Iglesia: We have occasions where we were absolutely 
banned, especially during the first ten years let’s say. 
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María Montesino: Well, that was also a little bit linked to the figure of Antonio. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Of course, because he was very rebellious. Those were very immobile 
years, very immobile here, because apart from being a person with a great capacity 
for work, he had a really powerful character and many people could not stand that

María Montesino: And then also the things he did not have or was not. For example, he 
was an anthropologist but he was self-taught, he was not part of the institution. Since 
he was not institutionalized it always raised a little bit of fear because people were 
worried about him. There are people that if they do not pinpoint you, they neglect you.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, they are afraid of what they cannot control. 

María Montesino: He had this critical vision and he said it and he had no problem. 
And with regard to the institutions it was a problem, especially with some councils. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, and there are people who are very much in favor of the 
academy or even people from the academy for whom merit means being a member 
of the academy, not their capacity, let’s say, to do different things. So they were 
somehow afraid of that other capacity of creation which is absurd, because their 
position was not in jeopardy, because it was not a competition, they are jobs. 

María Montesino: But they saw it as a threat.

Toñi de la Iglesia: Exactly. They saw it as a threat, when really they 
are parallel jobs. But it has been a few years, but for some time now. I 
think we are not doing badly at all. I think we are in a moment…

María Montesino: Also, because of fashion. A bit like Palmar commented before. 
All of a sudden, rural things became fashionable. The super Agenda 200 and the 
Sustainable Development Goals arrive, which always give me a terrible panic, because 
I see that thing with a lot of colors and icons, and I say look, don’t bother me with 
that, because let’s see, now it becomes fashionable and suddenly a lot of work must 
be done there. What do you see, behind that there are also people doing really cool 
things. But what happens? That it becomes fashionable, the spotlight is put on it and 
then suddenly it is very cool because you were already there, it’s not that either.

Toñi de la Iglesia: To give a graphic example, things have changed from 
presenting a project and an institution telling us that “no, that this project does 
not fit,” because for example, gastronomy was not culture, to the contrary, 
events of all kinds and conditions were being organized. Fortunately, things 
were changing little by little. We were there, it is not that we are always moving 
forward as we diversify our activity. But, we already knew that gastronomy was 
culture. We are pleased that others have learned it, we think it’s great.

María Montesino: From all the institutions we have also always had… I mean, 
I think that sometimes there is an impulse to do something or something 
comes up, we say: we are going to do it. It may take more or less time, with or 
without help, but we are going to do it. For example, we published a magazine 
a year ago. We had not published one in more than a year. Why is that? Very 
simply, because we had been doing many things, we had been doing a lot 
of workshops. One cannot always be thinking, always be doing. One can’t be 
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everywhere. So we have done many workshops that are now collected, we have 
also done training because institutional aid is a poisoned candy. I’ll explain it, it 
allows you to do something, but it also condemns you, right? Because they have 
their times, they have their bureaucracies, etcetera and also sometimes…

Toñi de la Iglesia: Very justified. So it is, after all, a bureaucratic time. 

María Montesino: And for me, above all, it’s like... I mean, it’s true that I am a bit of a 
free spirit, also self-managing. Sometimes I used to say that it is nice to do something 
and not have a logo, not have a seal, not have one. That too, no? In that tension, I 
always think it’s very typical of a culture to debate between the institutional, logically 
because of public subsidies, to which we also have rights as citizens, as associations. 
But on the other hand, things can be good when self-managed too, if you can do it. 

How does La Ortiga select the proposals on which you all work?

Toñi de la Iglesia: We are open to all types of proposals. In fact, the things 
we do sometimes come from our core, from our collective. Other times 
they are proposals from groups we end up collaborating with, because 
we find their proposal interesting. A priori there is no kind of limit, let’s 
say. Reality will impose its limits on us, but we don’t set them.

María Montesino: And collectives, Toñi, or sometimes communities. For example, 
there are many bottom-up processes with local communities. We have been working 
with women, rural women, for several years now. So, from conversations with them 
or workshops. In Valle de Campoo for example, with the associations with whom 
we usually work, suddenly a need arises for them. And they say, “hey, why isn’t this 
being done, or why isn’t this being solved around here? or why couldn’t we solve 
it?” So from there you walk with other types of collectives, of associations, also with 
artists. It’s true that art is also important for us, accompanying this process in this 
sense. In October of last year, with the theme of International Day of Rural Women, 
we wanted to do a proposal that derived from the logic of the event. We did a series 
of really beautiful workshops with rural women, with themes such as the recovery 
of rural knowledge, intergenerational learning networks, food sovereignty and 
experimental arts, so there are very cool processes because sometimes you think 
that your target audience is a profile of people who have nothing to do with the 
issue. We know that in the rural world older women join us and come to do visual 
poetry and collage workshops with Marianella Ferrero and La Ruda. For example, as 
they were in Cabuérniga, with a surrealistic approach, to begin. Because Marianela 
proposed, by means of some road maps that those women should make a collage 
with other feminist magazines, etcetera. And that map was like a map of their body 
with veins, etcetera, and the link was migration. And how all these women came from 
people who had migrated, or from rural exodus, or how all of that connected. And 
many of them said, “What is the point of this?” The rural world is very pragmatic. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: And distrustful. 

María Montesino: And suddenly after five seconds they catch 
it and say, “this is a link I have with this person.” 

Toñi de la Iglesia: That “It has to do with me.”
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María Montesino: My grandmother went there, and I don’t know where 
the other one went because she was exiled in the Republic. How all of this 
suddenly connected through that thinking with their hands to make something 
together, which is the meaning of collages. And they used to say that we used 
to do this by knitting, when we were going to crochet, I don’t know where. It 
is the same thing, but here we are rethinking another series of questions. 

How can someone connect with you to establish a partnership?

María Montesino: On laortigacolectiva.net we have an email address. You can 
write to us at info@laortigacolectiva.net. We also have a postal address. In fact, I 
am working on a project where you write letters with some people and collectives 
that have formed part of our routine life, and you do it through handwritten letters 
from people. It is an idea that comes from recovering handwriting and the time of 
writing by hand and from how writing by hand is also very different from writing 
on a computer. Our postal address is Calle San José 27, Fresno del Río, 39212 
Cantabria, Spain. And we love to hear from people who want to tell us things 
that happen in their territory and are very connected in this sense to their rural 
environment, to their landscape, to their coexistence with animals and cultures. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Whatever they want to share. 

La Ortiga Collective is a political project, but what politics are we talking about?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Knowing that every act of our lives has a political meaning. 
Depending on whether we do one thing or another, we are favoring a way of life, 
another way of life. Of course, a horizontal politics. A politics that includes all human 
rights and world rights. Come on, as human beings, that would be fundamental. A 
politics that advocates that every person has their basic needs covered, that advocates 
that we have access to education, to sanitation. We are not very clear about what we 
would call the new system, but certainly not this one. We do not agree with this one. 

María Montesino: And to work with models that generate those 
cracks. Because even if you say, “well, you can’t with the system,” 
you can work on models that generate cracks in it, right?

The Constellation of the Commons is a space of good news. From the 
Constellation, we are working to produce a proactive and exciting imaginary 
that encourages citizen participation in the pending eco-social, poli-ethical 
and economic transformation. Can you name some moments that you think 
can contribute to strengthen this vision of the possibility of change?

Toñi de la Iglesia: I don’t know about all of La Ortiga because we are in La Ortiga, but 
I start from a deep vital connection. My conviction is that we must cultivate spaces of 
resistance and have confidence that, even if we are not many, even if we are small 
groups, starting from qualitative change of ourselves and generating spaces around 
us. Someday, I do not know when, but utopia lives, there will be quantitative change.

María Montesino: Yes. Good news—we are alive. Good news—knowing that I always 
say this, that seeds fly. That is why this project or this process is called La Ortiga. If 
tomorrow it disappears because you have not participated, it’s okay. The seeds fly. It 
will be called something else, it will be other people. I commented on it during our 
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online meeting, since we were discussing it. I said: Amador called it the strength of 
the weak. And you said: they are not weak. I think they are not weak either, but it 
is the strength of the small that are alive, although perhaps on another scale, that 
sometimes listen to us, but that also connect with whichever part of the world from 
which their small things are alive. And good news—well this year, the drought is over, 
it has started to rain and there are flowers again and the cows are calving and the 
mares also. And life goes on in spite of humanity. I think that’s always good news.

How do you sustain this belief in times of energy collapse, of civilization 
crisis, of violence and social confrontation and of political disaffection?

Toñi de la Iglesia: Everything is against us. But as you say, we are alive and 
we are aware of what it means to live in the broad sense of the word. And 
in my case, as heir to a fight that has been going on for many years, many 
more than I have, the awareness that we have to resist. But to resist not 
in the older sense, as they say now. Not to resist by suffering, to resist by 
enjoying, to resist by saying, well here we are and we will continue. 

María Montesino: The joy of living. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: And to resist that with the joy of living, 
because we celebrate life. And that, I think, is important. 

María Montesino: And the good life and the sovereignty of time and of joy. We cannot 
always be losing our lives in struggles. I think also that we must also vindicate the 
sovereignty of time, of joy, of enjoyment, of loving each other, of the way we see little 
of each other but we embrace one another when we see each other, even if we hardly 
know each other. We celebrate those moments also. And then also hope.   I have a 
little girl who will be eight years old on Monday. But there is also hope in those people 
that are growing up now. I cannot imagine explaining it to my daughter. Because you 
try to explain things realistically. The world is not as beautiful as it is for you all over the 
world. There are little girls who do not live like you. All these questions that you have 
in your consciousness. But also without losing hope for the life in the small things. 

And I think that resistance, and this also has a lot to do with rurality, is in the small 
things. If you go up, we are “trashumantes,” if you go up to the summits, to the 
tall mountain, to 2000 meters, the tiny flowers resist. The tiny flowers. And the 
grass up there is practically at ground level. So the resistance has a lot to do with 
the small. A clenched fist is easy to maintain. There is a lot of strength inside of it. 
Sometimes the small, what seems unimportant to you, changing that perspective 
to look at it in another way, I think that is fundamental and it is very connected to 
hope. Because if there is something I believe that capitalism should not snatch 
away from us, it is hope. I think that the joy of living is also in a sense political 
and critical. This joy of living; I think that this cannot be taken away from us. 

Is there anything else you would like to share with the Constellation?

María Montesino: Well yes, thank you very much for inviting us, it has been a very 
beautiful experience, and also for me it is a luxury to have been able to share 
time with Toñi, because at home we do not talk about these things very often. 

Toñi de la Iglesia: Yes, I reiterate my thanks. And I also have to tell you now that 
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nobody can hear us, that I found Minnesota on the map of the United States and 
I know where you are. The Great Lakes, up there in the north. A beautiful place. 


