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1. Translator Note 
In Praise of the Difficult  (Elogio de la Dificultad) is a short essay by the renowned 

Colombian philosopher, Estanislao Zuleta, adapted from his Acceptance speech for 
the honorary doctorate awarded to him by the Universidad del Valle, Cali, on 21st 
November 1980. It was with pleasure that we navigated and negotiated the text 
while piecing together what is the first English translation of this work. The 
significance of the text lies in its ability to juxtapose religious symbolism and 
moralism with the modern strife so often found in capitalist economies. It is perhaps 
a reflection on the social upheaval taking place in the Colombia of the 1970s and 

story of a Colombian society that had lost touch with its religious  predominantly 
Catholic  traditions while succumbing to the needless violence of drug trafficking. 
How you interpret the text is, of course, entirely up to the connections you draw 
between the content that follows and the context within which it was originally 
written. 

We worked on the text fortnightly, in the early mornings. We would meet in a 
common room in a language school in the heart of Melbourne to discuss the ideas 
contained in each section of the text. We did this to ensure that we had reached some 
sort of agreement on meaning and interpretation prior to or during the drafting of 
our translation. Our semi-regular meetings provided us with opportunities to better 
understand the text as well as get to know one another on a personal level. It was 
also a chance to meet others working on different projects and texts, as the common 
room was usually also occupied with other individuals involved in projects 
organised by TransCollaborate. The two to three hours we spent together every 
fortnight or so allowed us to focus on the short essay in a relatively relaxed 
environment, where we could exchange ideas and collaborate with one another as 
individuals with different language proficiencies and intellectual proclivities. (One 
of us is a native speaker of Spanish studying English, while the other is a native 

                                                           
1 Translated by Alvaro Eduardo Sanchez Amador and Basil Cahusac de Caux, Independent with a 
translator note by Basil Cahusac de Caux. 
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English speaker who at the time of writing was studying toward a PhD at a 
university in Melbourne). The native Spanish speaker was responsible for selecting 
the text. It was a work that he said had moved him when he first read it at university, 
in Colombia, some twenty odd years ago. 

Though the TransCollaborate method can be described with reference to the 

the simple act of working together with others to translate a text from source to 
TransCollaborate has always represented a 

variety of processes and meanings. Within the context of working with another 
individual(s) on a text, it means both transposition and transparency. Transparency, 
in the sense of making clear both the processes through which translations are 
produced and made accessible to wider segments of society. Transposition, in the 

th collaborators and the text 
 often simultaneously  in ways that lead to transferring voice in new ways to 

finalise the draft of a text. I ask that you remain mindful of these sentiments as you 
begin to read this translation of In Praise of the Difficult , as the efforts involved 
in creating this text involved more than just translation and collaboration. 
 
2. In Praise of the Difficult  
Our lack of imagination is never manifested as clearly as when we try to imagine 
happiness. We begin by inventing paradises, utopias of fortune, ideal kingdoms, 
lives without risk, without strife, without decline, and without death. And thus, a 
life without desire: an ocean of sacred marmalade and an eternity of boredom. 

 Such fantasies 
would be harmless enough, if they  as proposals for a new model of 
reality.  

Right here, in projects of everyday existence, and no more so in the kingdom of 
eternal lies, we are introduced to these idiotic fantasies as a safeguard: total 
reconciliations and definitive solutions. Our problem is not one of principles; in that 
sense, we are able to conquer our proposals. The problem resides in our desires: our 
failures have nothing to do with frustrated desires, but with the way we wish for 
things. We desire in the wrong way. Instead of wishing for stimulating human 
relationships, complex and delicate, which encourage our capacity to fight, and 
compel us to change, we wish for an idyllic paradise without shadows and dangers, 
a nest of love, and thus, in the last instance, a return to the womb. Instead of wishing 
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for a society that is realisable, and which requires hard work to make its possibilities 
effective, we wish for a world of satisfaction, a monstrous kindergarten of 
abundance that is received passively. Instead of pursuing a philosophy full of 
unknowns and open-ended questions, we want to possess a global doctrine, revealed 
by spirits that never existed, or demagogues that disgraced those spirits that did 
exist, and be able to solve everything.  

Adam and (especially) Eve have this merit: they liberated us from paradise. Our 
original sin is that we long to return to it.  We should distrust the bright tomorrows 
in which the millenarian kingdom is to be established. History, from antiquity to the 
present, records the horrors perpetrated by parties that see truth as an absolute goal, 
and by churches whose members have been corrupted by the grace  by the disgrace 
 of stray revelations. The study of public and private life shows us how politics and 

religion neatly transform idealism into terrorism: the ideal of the end goal, and the 
terror needed to attain the resources necessary to support it. Those who would try to 
subject their reality to ideals in this manner inevitably enter into a paranoid 
conception of the truth. In such a system of thought, people who risk objecting to 
something, immediately submit themselves to totalitarian interpretation. Their 
arguments are no longer arguments, but only symptoms of a deranged nature, or else 
are a mask hiding a malicious agenda.  

Instead of being judged as a reasonable argument, it is judged as belonging to 
  or else it 

is a judgement of intentions. This system develops dangerously to the point where 
it not only excludes all opposition, but it excludes all difference: if you ar

me. Just as there is, according to Kant, a true abyss of reason that consists in the 
petitioning of a final and unconditional basis for all things, there also is a true abyss 

and conceives of all doubt and critique as betrayal or aggression.  
We know, from bitter experience, that this abyss of action, with its holy wars and 

its orgies of fraternity, is not an exclusive characteristic of past eras, or civilisations 
lagging in scientific and technical development; it can work and spread its effects 
without ever exhausting its inventive capacity or its morbid efficiency. We know 
that no high-philosophical or supposedly divine origin immunises a doctrine against 
the risk of succumbing to the paranoid logic that affirms the individual discourse as 
the proper world views, and all other as ignorance and lies.  
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The terrible attractiveness that possesses collective formation, which is 
intoxicated by the promise of the unified, unproblematised human community, is 
divined from an infallible word, and consists in the abolition of indecision and 
doubt, giving its members an exalted identity through their participation, and 
opposing its privileged inner circle with the external threat. Just as we are 
undoubtedly saved from anxiety, we magically distribute the ambivalence that exists 
between a love of self and hate for the other, and this produces the greatest 

ignoring or forgetting that this exact kind of collective formation is characterised by 
an unprecedented capacity for submission and sacrifice; its members accept and 

however, because what men fear above all, not death or suffering  in these there is 
often refuge  is the angst that produces the need to question the self, which 
combines enthusiasm with critique, love with respect.   

A clear symptom of the domination of prophetic ideologies, and of the groups 
that produce or submit to logical doctrines that were crooked from the beginning, is 
the discrediting of the very concept of respect. They want to know nothing of 
respect, or of reciprocity, or of the validation of universal laws: such values appear 
rather like the lesser evils of resigned scepticism, like signs of surrender of dearer 
hopes, because respect and law only gain validity where love, enthusiasm, the total 
submission to the greater mission cannot aspire to determine human relationships. 
Since respect is always respect for difference, it can only exist when we abandon 
the idea that differences can dissolve in an exalted community, transparent and 
spontaneous, or a lovely fusion. We 
seriously in consideration, submit to their consequences, make criticisms, and 
validate , when we believe that truth is spoken from 
our mouths; because then, only be erroneous 
or in bad faith; indeed, the fact of its difference from our truth is hard proof of falsity, 
and requires no other.  

Our knowledge is a map of reality, and all lines that separate it may be imaginary 
or something worse: they may be deliberately made crooked by corrupt interests. 
From an apocalyptic conception of history, rules and laws of any kind are judged 
too abstract and meagre in the face of the great task of realising the ideal and 
incarnate promise; they are thus only upheld by those who do not believe in the 
unconditional mission. But it so happens that when the great dystopian vision arrives 
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ively value what we happily deserted or what we 
assumed was negative; the outcome is almost always a true wave of pessimism, 
scepticism, and cynical realism. Forget then that it critiques an unjust society, that 
the foundation of exploitation and class domination is fundamentally correct, and 
that the fight for a rational and equal social organisation is necessary and urgent. 
After the dystopian vision, there follows the individualistic pretension that believes 
that it surpasses morality for the simple fact that it has abandoned all hope of a 
qualitatively superior life. 

The most difficult, the most important, the most necessary thing, is that we try 
all routes to conserve the fight for a different society without falling into paranoid 
interpretations of the fight itself. It is difficult, but also essential, to positively value 
and respect difference, not as a lesser evil and an inevitable fact, but as something 
that enriches life and generates creative thought. Without it, the imaginary 
community of justice would only ever sing an eternal Hosanna of satisfied boredom.  

We must put a great question mark over the value of the easy; not only for its 
consequences, but for itself: the predilection for anything that does not challenge us, 
put us into question, or force us to expand our possibilities. 

We must recognise with how much disgraceful frequency we allow ourselves, in 
public and private life, to deny with sad ease any reasonable reciprocity; that is, the 
use of the completely different explanatory method when trying to give an account 
of the problems, failures and errors of those with whom we happen to be in conflict. 

outcome is a manifestation of their deeper being; in our own case, we apply the 
circumstantial to justify the same outcomes as the product of adverse circumstances, 
of some unfortunate confluence
them, they reaped what they sowed; for us, the outcome was uncontrolla
judgement of the other  is a judgement of their particularities, of their race, of their 
sex, of their neuroses, and of their self-interest; ours are a simple checking of the 
facts in a logical deduction of their consequences. We prefer that our cause is judged 
by our intentions, and the other  by their results. 

And when in this manner we insist on working without logical reciprocity, there 
is always this double-blind, disrespecting not only the other, but also ourselves, 
since we refuse to think effectively about the process we are living. The difficult 
task of applying the same explicative and critical method to our own position and 
its opposite does not mean we must consider as equivalent the doctrines, goals and 
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interests of the parties, classes and nations in conflict. It means, rather, that we must 
have sufficient confidence in the superiority of the cause we defend that it does not 
need, nor can it even use, this double blind, which, in truth, could be used to defend 
anything. 

In the carnival of misery and waste that defines late-capitalism, we still hear, 
from the same distant time and in the same urgent voice, how Goethe and Marx 
invite us to undertake creative and difficult work that can situate the concrete 
individual at the same heights as the conquests of humanity. Dostoyevsky, writing 
over a century ago, taught us where the temptations of easy interhuman relations 
lead, not just in the sense of the pursuit of power; if we are unable to have respectful 
amity in a shared enterprise, 

who will give us our freedom, and who, once and for all, will settle our 
tood that the difficulty of our 

liberation proceeds from our love of the chains: we love the chains, the masters, the 
security, because they eliminate the anxiety of reason.  

Yet, within the pessimisms of our age, we continue to develop the history of 
thought: psychoanalysis, anthropology, Marxism, the arts and literature. Within the 
pessimisms of our age, there emerges the struggle of the proletariat, which now 
knows that insensate work pays nothing, neither cars, nor television; there emerges 
the great rebellion by women, who do not accept an inferior station in exchange for 
flattery and protection; there emerges the fierce insurrection of the youth that cannot 
accept the destiny that has been fashioned for them. 

 
This new focus now permits us to say, like Faust: 

 
Also this night, the Earth, you remain hard. 

And are now reborn anew to revolve around me. 
And encourage again in me 

The ambition to fight without ceasing 
For the highest existence. 

 

Alvaro Eduardo Sanchez Amador 

Basil Cahusac de Caux, Independent (basilkhalifa@gmail.com) 
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