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This book is dedicated to my family, in all its manifestations,
especially to my children: Bruno, Giovanna and Tiago.
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Preface

Figure of Family (Author Photo)

Let me start this book with a well-known story: Once upon a time
there was a magic ladder that started on earth and finished in the sky.
Only worthy human beings could climb the ladder. The ladder was
very specific in its definition of who was worthy: one had to believe the
sky was the limit for one’s knowledge and ingenuity, and that knowledge and knowledge alone could solve all problems and engineer all
things, including perfect human beings and a perfect society. Thus,
there were only two conditions to climb the ladder: one had to dare
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to know and put in the hard work to pull one’s body up against gravity. There was one catch as well—gravity changed according to the
climber, and this was a defence mechanism of the ladder to make sure
that only the best reached the top. If the ladder chose you, your climb
was easy, and you were worthy. If it did not, your body felt heavier,
you had difficulties breathing, your climb was much slower; it could
even make you stop and in that case you would listen to the insults
both from the other climbers wanting to pass and from those continuing to climb: give up, you are not worthy of the ladder! But you could
also wait for a benevolent climber whose gravity was lighter and who
was happy to increase his weight as double proof of his worth. Those
who fell from the ladder and those who refused to climb were lost to
those who were climbing—they had proved their unworthiness and
inhumanity, as only humans could dare to pursue knowledge. Those
who could not climb were weak, lazy, and feeble minded. Their lives
were based on animal instincts rather than rational thought and that
is why they preferred the earth to the sky. They were also perceived as
a threat to the climbers and therefore it was necessary to keep them
under control at the bottom. However, these systems of control forced
those at the bottom to use their bodies to keep the ladder in place as
the ladder grew larger and heavier to accommodate more climbers.
Those at the bottom were also forced to provide food and resources to
worthy climbers and to collect their waste. The infinitely wise magical ladder had given the fast climbers, those who had dared to know,
worked hard, and proven their worth, the means to climb and enable
the progress and evolution of humanity, while those who failed the
test were recruited to work at the bottom to make up for their shameful inability to climb, for their inhumanity—and that is why, those at
the bottom should be happy for the opportunity to sacrifice for the
collective good: the betterment of humanity.
I was born in a mixed-heritage family in Brazil, where my father, of
German ancestry, was a fierce defender of the magical ladder, while
my indigenous grandmother had bravely attached herself to the ground
and annoyed everyone by stubbornly refusing the opportunities to be
lifted up the ladder. My mother’s heritage counted as high gravity in
my father’s books, but trying to be a worthy and capable climber, he
took it upon himself to carry her up and produce children who had
his genes and therefore would be strong and wise enough to climb
by themselves. I was a front-row witness of the relationship established when you allow yourself to be carried up: my mum believed in
the ladder too and in the possibility for lesser gravity for her future
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generation. My guess is that she did not predict the costs of being carried through. Given their disadvantaged economic backgrounds, my
mum and dad’s firm grip on the ladder was probably motivated by
a deep fear of inadequacy as “capable climbers” or “worthy human
beings” that they carried themselves. As I was growing up I was also
very confused, trying to understand and survive both a forceful push
toward the ladder and the unmarked violence that was made very
explicit at any sign of questioning, insubordination, or contemplation
of alternative ways. At those times, I was threatened with the fate of
my indigenous grandmother who died “with nothing in the middle of
nowhere.”
This grandmother passed away when I was 8 and she was 84. I
had been born and brought up in the city while she lived in the countryside. What I remember of her is that, despite the insistence of all
the family for her to live in a “proper” house in the city, she insisted
on living in a “tapera”—a very precarious dwelling made of old and
cracked wood, with no separate rooms, no floor, and no windows.
She had a fire in the middle of the “house” and animals around her.
She used to spend her days crouching in front of the fire, cooking,
smoking a homemade cigarette, and chanting prayers. There were
onions and tobacco hanging from the ceiling and some hay and wood
in a corner with blankets on top of it. As an urban child, although
I liked my grandmother, I did not like going to her house. At every
visit, my mother would try to convince her to come and live with
us, in a “proper” urban house where she could be looked after. She
would just listen and continue to smoke, to pray, and to look at the
fire. Meanwhile, I would sit in a corner wishing to go home: the house
smelled of smoke, she smelled of smoke, and I would smell of smoke if
I spent too long there. All I could think of was that it would be much
better for her to come with us and have a shower every day, so that
she could smell nice.
Sometimes, I wish I could turn back time and tell her that I am
sorry. I was too young to understand the force of history in what was
happening. Sometimes I feel she still connects with me: the blueprint
of stories that shaped her aspirations still reach me, she still gives me
hope. Sometimes she also speaks through me, especially when I need
to stand up for myself and stare at life’s fires. She did not have the
technology of alphabetic literacy when she was alive, but I would not
have been able to write this book without her—what an irony!
Postcolonial theory gave me the gift of a language to talk about
my own existence in-between cultures in historical and political
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dissonance. In such conditions, the lack of a language can drive one
mad, as the burden of difference, of being always “not quite,” is internalized as an individual’s inadequacy, which generates constant guilt.
Postcolonial theory gave me the means to reinterpret this inadequacy
as a projected violence embedded in historical and political contexts.
Once this message was assimilated, my first reaction was relief (I may
not be to blame for everything), the second was to look for a culprit (that is when I became really angry at my family), the third was
a realization of another irony: we are all victims in this (although
material vulnerability is indeed severely unevenly spread). Therefore,
if we are to imagine possibilities and relationships “otherwise” we
need to unlearn the roots of what created this type of violence in the
first place. Postcolonial theory brought the relationship with my family back to my life—if I cannot relate to and love them unconditionally beyond what they say and even what they do, I will leave to my
children only the possibility of violence, through my own example.
Loving my family (which is not just defined by blood ties) unconditionally does not mean loving the stories they tell (like the story of the
ladder), though. Postcolonial theory emphasizes that it is my responsibility, as a family member, to offer my relations an array of possible
stories, as well as the means, strength, wisdom, and courage to negotiate between stories and make choices. It is also my job to nurture
(first in myself) an ethical awareness that one becomes responsible for
the intended and unintended implications of every choice one makes
and every relationship one creates.
Beyond the level of cognition, of intellectual engagement, the ideas
in this book shaped and are/were (re)shaped by my life and the lives
of those around me. As a real gift cannot be paid back, just passed
forward, this book is offered as such a gift.
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