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A meeting of friends?  
Eduardo Galeano and Michael White  
By David Epston  
 
This speech was given by David Epston as an introduction to a workshop held in Salvador, Brazil, as 
part of the International Narrative Therapy and Community Work Conference in July, 2011. 
 
I was sitting in Vera Cruz airport in June of this year starting on the first leg of my flight home to New 
Zealand via Mexico City and Los Angeles. The Americas were very much on my mind having met 
many over the last two days who I knew I would meet again at the International Narrative Therapy 
and Community Work Conference in Salvador, Brazil. I knew sooner or later I would be too fatigued 
to read; before this happened, I took out my copy of 'Eduardo Galeano: Through the Looking Glass' 
to read my next unread chapter.  My interest had already been drawn by the chapter’s 
title:  'Dissonant histories, Literature and the Reinvention of the Americas'. Narrative therapy from 
its inception had drawn upon the distinction between ‘official’ histories and populist or those 
histories written by the ‘conquered’ or ‘colonised’.  Such a distinction overshadowed in my mind the 
distinctions we have made in practice and its theories between dominant/subordinate story, 
dominant story/counter-story and language/anti-language.  I engaged with this chapter in my usual 
fashion –  underlining and annotating the text, but I became so fascinated by what I was reading that 
I commenced making notes on a page in a notebook entitled, 'Random Thoughts – Vera Cruz to Los 
Angeles. 
 
I proceeded in this fashion for a half an hour or so before my thoughts turned into what Galeano 
refers to as a ‘wakeful dream’ (sonar despierto).  Before I relate to you my ‘wakeful dream’, let me 
ask you a question.  Have you ever known two friends of yours who are unknown to one another? 
You form the conviction that if only they could meet, each would be so fascinating to the other that 
they would inevitably engage in conversation that would only end when the first of them could no 
longer speak. You are so sure that this will be the outcome of their meeting that you cannot help 
yourself from persuading each of them separately that they must meet one another. Consequently 
you arrange a date, not a blind date because each of them would have come to know the other 
through seeing them in your eyes. Each couldn't have helped observe that when they spoke of the 
other your eyes literally danced. So it would be no surprise to you that when you arranged some sort 
of rendezvous, each of your friends willingly accepted your invitation. 
 
In my ‘wakeful dream’, I see Michael White, who I knew well, speaking with pleasure and at length 
with Eduardo Galeano, the Uruguayan ‘dissonant historian’ of the colonisation of the Americas who I 
have read at length and perhaps presumptuously feel I know him well.  I am with them facilitating 
this conversation but curbing my enthusiasm to continuously interrupt it.  I decide instead to drink 
more of the excellent Chilean wine we have afforded ourselves to celebrate this meeting, and force 
myself to see how much I can memorise their conversation as it passes between them and seems to 
become more dense with the resonances of their interchanges. As it turned out, they had so much 
to say to one another and, in doing so, they were endeared to one another. 
 
I found it remarkable when I consider that, despite their differences, they both were born and lived 
most of their lives in the South.  By that, I mean the Southern Hemisphere –  the lands below the line 
drawn by mapmakers that divides Planet Earth between north and south. But so far, there is little 
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that obviously connects a man from Adelaide in Australia and a man from Montevideo in Uruguay. 
Each country for so long traced itself back through its colonial  history which has divided these two 
men by culture and language –  a Latin man and a man from so-called ‘down under’. 
 
I wish they both were with us today.  But they both have extensive literatures and I hope they will be 
read 'against' one another – and I don't mean by 'against' some sort of critique. Perhaps I could be 
more precise and suggest that they be read through one another's archive. Obviously, Galeano was 
involved in the politics of his country and his activism led to his exile under the dictatorship as well 
as being an historian, economist and poet/writer. It is to his stories that are remarkable for their 
brevity (often no more than 300 words) that you might first like to turn. These very short stories 
come from everywhere – history of the Americas, folk tales and stories of his friends and 
acquaintances. They are as pure and sincere as a Japanese haiku. But they are not fictional but 
rather stories Galeano tells to serve his moral and political purposes. And I would suggest you will be 
unable to read more than three at a time before having to set your book to one side to muse on 
what you are coming to know. This might surprise you when you realise you have only read 3 or 4 
pages before retiring your book. At times he tells stories that will horrify you but no matter what, 
you always find something that redeems those concerned. Barsamian (2003), in an interview with 
Galeano, ask him about how his stories ‘give shelter to hope’ (abrigar esparanzas) and the distinction 
he makes between charity and solidarity. 
 
Q: You make a distinction between charity and solidarity. 
 
Galeano: I don't believe in charity; I believe in solidarity. Charity is vertical, so it's humiliating. 
It goes from top to bottom. Solidarity is horizontal. It respects the other and learns from the 
other. I have a lot to learn from other people. Each day I'm learning. Soy un curioso. I'm a 
curious man, always devouring other people, their voices, their secrets, their stories, their 
colors. I'm stealing their words; maybe I should be arrested. 
 
Q: Explain the term abrigar esperanzas. 
 
Galeano: A beautiful Spanish expression, abrigar esperanzas, to shelter hope. Hope needs 
to be abrigada, protected. 
 
Q: Because it's fragile? 
 
Galeano: She's fragile, and a little delicate, but she's alive. I have friends who say, ‘I'm 
entirely hopeless. I don't believe in anything.’ But you go on living. How is it? I hope I never 
lose hope, but if that day comes and I'm sure that I have nothing to expect, nothing to believe 
in, and that the human condition is doomed to stupidity and crime, then I hope I will be honest 
enough to kill myself. Of course, I know that the human condition is something at once 
horrible and marvelous. Estamos muy mal hechos, pero no estamos terminados. We are very 
badly made, but we are not finished. 
 
For Galeano, no matter what the plight, hope finds its way into it somehow or other.  It is the 
themes of the stories themselves that to me reveal the kinship between these two men and the 
purposes to which they have dedicated their lives, although Michael always specified his politics 
were of the 'small p' variety.  
 
It is through these readings that the ‘spirit’ of these two Southern men, divided by language and 
culture, might become known to us and we might become known to one another. 
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