
 

  

Perspectives Series: Research Report 
 
Guatemala resists forgetting: Post-
Conflict Memory Initiatives 
 
 
Walter Paniagua, researcher 
Carlos Amezquita, advisor 
Denis Martínez, editor 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guatemala resists 
forgetting: Post-Conflict 

Memory Initiatives 
 



 

iii | Perspectives Series: Research Report 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 
Impunity Watch wishes to thank all the persons and organisations that participated and contributed to the 
research and report drafting process. Particular thanks go to ECAP for their partnership in this research 
project. We also wish to thank the Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR) of La Sierra, the 
Indigenous Community Development Association (ADICI), the Survivors Q'echi'es Resistance (CORESQ), the 
Secretary of Peace, the National Compensation Program (PNR), the Presidential Commission on Human 
Rights (COPREDEH) and the International Institute of Learning for Social Reconciliation (IIARS), for sharing 
their experiences and lessons learned in their memorialisation processes in Guatemala. 

 

Cover photo: Frank de Ruiter. Photo taken in the village of Plan de Sánchez. 

 

Impunity Watch 
Impunity Watch (IW) is a Netherlands-based, international non-profit organisation seeking to promote 
accountability for atrocities in countries emerging from a violent past. IW produces research-based policy 
advice concerning processes intended to enforce victims’ rights to truth, justice, reparations and non-
recurrence (TJRNR). IW works closely with civil society organisations in countries emerging from armed 
conflict and repression to increase their influence on the creation and implementation of related policies. 
IW currently runs Country Programmes in Guatemala and Burundi, while also undertaking specific and 
comparative research in other conflict-affected countries on particular aspects of impunity as part of a 
‘Perspectives Programme’. 

 

 

’t Goylaan 15 

3525 AA Utrecht 

The Netherlands 

Tel: +31.302.720.313 

Email: info@impunitywatch.org 

 

www.impunitywatch.org 

 

 

©Impunity Watch 2012 



 

Perspectives Series: Research Report | iv 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

v | Perspectives Series: Research Report 

Table of Contents 

1.Introduction..........................................................................................................................................7 

2.Methodology ........................................................................................................................................9 

3.Context for Memorialisation in Guatemala ......................................................................................... 11 

3.1. The armed conflict and genocide ................................................................................................. 11 

3.2 Transition to democracy and the peace process ............................................................................. 12 

3.3 Transnational justice in the post-conflict ....................................................................................... 13 

3.4. The Debate over historical memory ............................................................................................. 15 

3.5 Memorialisation initiatives and the struggle to not forget ................................................................ 16 

4.The Case Studies ................................................................................................................................. 19 

4.1. Case 1: Reconstruction of the Ixhil Memory in Quiché .................................................................... 19 

4.1.1. Stakeholders ......................................................................................................................... 20 

4.1.2. Truth-Telling ......................................................................................................................... 22 

4.1.3. Future Generations ................................................................................................................. 24 

4.1.4. Conclusions .......................................................................................................................... 25 

4.2. Case 2: Reconstruction of Q’eqchi’ Historical Memory in Alta Verapaz .............................................. 25 

4.2.1. Stakeholders ......................................................................................................................... 26 

4.2.2. Stakeholders ......................................................................................................................... 27 

4.2.3. Future Generations ................................................................................................................. 29 

4.2.4. Conclusions .......................................................................................................................... 30 

4.3. Case 3: The “Why Are We the Way We Are?” exhibit ..................................................................... 30 

4.3.1. Stakeholders ......................................................................................................................... 31 

4.3.2. Truth-telling .......................................................................................................................... 31 

4.3.3. Future Generations ................................................................................................................. 33 

4.3.4. Conclusions .......................................................................................................................... 34 

4.4. Case 4: Tribute to the lives of Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz........................................................ 35 

4.4.1. Stakeholders ......................................................................................................................... 35 

4.4.2. Truth-telling .......................................................................................................................... 36 

4.4.3. Future Generations ................................................................................................................. 39 

4.4.4. Conclusions .......................................................................................................................... 39 

5.Concluding Observations .................................................................................................................... 41 

6.Recommendations .............................................................................................................................. 45 

7.Bibliography........................................................................................................................................ 47 

Appendix:  Images of the case studies .................................................................................................... 51 

 



 

6 | Perspectives Series: Research Report 

  



 

7 | Perspectives Series: Research Report 

1. Introduction 
One of the biggest challenges faced by post-conflict societies is how to deal with and remember the crimes 
of the past. In many countries clarification of the historical memory of the past has become a cause for 
political debate and has provoked tensions among social groups. Historically, groups in power have 
attempted to impose their own version of truth, silencing and denying the versions of their political 
adversaries or subordinate groups.  Nevertheless, in recent years and in many countries, there has been a 
growing level of organisation and effort to bring to light the suffering of the victims and to ensure that their 
testimonies form part of the historical truth. 

Guatemala has not escaped the debate over historical memory; the victims’ organisations continue to 
demand recognition for past abuses and justice for those responsible for crimes committed. Between 1960 
and 1996 Guatemala experienced one of the longest and bloodiest armed conflicts in Latin America, leaving 
over 200,000 victims. The magnitude and the cruelty of those acts continue to come to light as testimonies 
of victims come out and witnesses come forward. Exhumations of human remains have increased, historical 
records are being examined, studies are being published in the social sciences and criminal investigations 
are underway. 

In 1999, the Commission for Historical Clarification (CEH), directed by a representative of the United 
Nations, concluded that the Guatemalan State committed acts of genocide against the Mayan indigenous 
population having identified them as an ally of the guerrillas.  626 massacres were perpetrated, 1.5 million 
people were forced to leave their homes due to the repression and more than 45,000 people were 
disappeared. The CEH concluded that the Guatemalan State was responsible for 93% of the crimes 
committed, the guerrillas for 3% and other groups for 4%. 

This study examines memorialisation initiatives in Guatemala after the signing of the peace accords in 1996.  
Its purpose is to explore how they contribute to breaking the culture of silence and their potential impact 
on the fight against impunity for the grave crimes committed in the past. This study is part of the Impunity 
Watch Memorialisation Project simultaneously carried out in Bosnia, Burundi, Cambodia, South Africa and 
Guatemala.  

Impunity Watch understands memorialisation initiatives to include a wide spectrum of activities carried out 
by civil society organisations or by the state that help to understand the history of the conflicts and 
contribute to public knowledge of the past in a fair, precise and sensitive manner. For Impunity Watch, 
impunity is not limited to the absence of criminal justice but also refers to the absence of truth about the 
past and to the lack of recognition of the abuses suffered.1 

This study analyses four memorialisation initiatives that help to recover and preserve memories of the 
armed conflict in Guatemala. The first two initiatives are promoted by groups of indigenous victims, 
survivors of the genocide, who reconstructed the local history of their communities: the Reconstruction of 
Ixhil Memory in Quiché and the Reconstruction of Q´eqchi´ Memory in Alta Verapaz. The third initiative was 
promoted by the government in 2011 and in which two revolutionaries who were executed by the state 
security forces are given recognition, Tribute to Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz.  The fourth initiative is an 
interactive exhibit on inequality and racism throughout the history of Guatemala, promoted by the 
International Institute for Learning for Social Reconciliation (IIARS), the “Why Are We the Way We Are?” 
exhibit. 

                                                             

1 Impunity Watch, 2010. Perspectives Programme: Memorialisation of Grave International Crimes. Field research framework. 
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The memorialisation initiatives are examined based upon three dilemmas that help to understand their 
origin and possible impact on ending the culture of silence and impunity. The first dilemma has to do with 
who promotes the initiative and how the actors involved in the conflict are portrayed; meaning victims, 
survivors, perpetrators, government, economically powerful groups, women, etc. The second dilemma has 
to do with the narratives, the histories and the truths about the past that arise from the initiative and how 
these relate to other narratives and versions of the facts. Finally, the third dilemma refers to how the 
initiative incorporates youth and the new generations in learning about history in order to help prevent the 
atrocities of the past from being repeated. 

At the end of the report a series of conclusions and recommendations related to the memorialisation 
process in Guatemala are presented. The purpose is to offer the State and civil society organisations ideas 
and suggestions on how to face the events of the past with greater honesty, truth and justice. The research 
for this study was carried out in collaboration with the Community Studies and Psycho-Social Action Team 
of Guatemala (ECAP). 
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2. Methodology 
The purpose of this investigation is to explore the possible impact of memory initiatives in the struggle 
against impunity in post conflict countries. The central research question is: What role do memory 
initiatives have (positive or negative) in dealing with the culture of silence that perpetuates impunity?  In 
order to undertake the study four recent memory initiatives in Guatemala were explored.  The initiatives 
were selected based upon an initial survey of memorialisation projects which identified eleven initiatives 
promoted principally by victims groups and human rights organisations in different parts of the country.    

The following initiatives were identified: Memorialisation Map in the Capital City, carried out by the Human 
Rights Office of the Guatemalan Archdiocese (ODHAG); Formation Process of the Reparations Advocates, of 
the Centre for Forensic Analysis and Applied Sciences (CAFCA); Documenting the  Community and Legal 
Process with Exhumantions carried out by the Coordinator of Widows of Guatemala (CONAVIGUA); The 
Victims Dignification Program, of the Mutual Support Group (GAM); Reconstruction of Historical Memory in 
Santa Lucia, Escuintla, of the Community Studies and Psycho-Social Action Team (ECAP); Rabinal Achi 
Community Museum, of the Integral Development Association for the Victims of Violence in the Maya-Achi 
areas of Verapaz (ADIVIMA); the Diario Militar the Archives, within the National Police Archives.2 Finally, the 
following initiatives were selected, which also formed part of the initial mapping process: 

1. Reconstruction of the Memory in Ixhil, Quiché, carried out by survivors of the Communities of 
Population in Resistance (CPR) of La Sierra.   

2. Reconstruction of Memory of the Q’eqchi’ Communities in Cobán, Alta Verapaz, promoted by the 
Indigenous Community Development Association (ADICI) and the Q’eqchi’ Survivors Resistance 
Committee (CORESQ).   

3. Tribute to Otto René Castillo and Nora Paíz, carried out by the Government of Guatemala in 2011 
through the Peace Secretariat.  

4. The “Why Are We the Way We Are?” exhibit, under the direction of the International Institute for 
Learning for Social Reconciliation (IIARS).  

These initiatives were selected because: 

a. They represent different social sectors: two are promoted by indigenous survivors of the violence, 
one by the Government and another by a non-governmental organisation. 

b. They illustrate and recover memory of different violations suffered during the armed conflict: 
massacres against indigenous peoples, forced disappearance in the capital, the massive 
displacement of populations and survival in the mountains. 

c. Each is directed towards a specific group: Ixhil communities in Quiché, students in Alta Verapaz and 
residents of Guatemala City.  

d. They are based upon testimonies and experiences of victims and upon specialized research on the 
issue. 

In order to collect the information for each initiative field visits were carried out; a total of 15 interviews 
were done with people who participate in or know the initiatives; two focal groups were organised, one 
with youth and another with victims of the violence in order to hear their opinion on two of the initiatives; 
and an exhaustive review was done of the literature related to the armed conflict and the memorialisation 
and transitional justice processes in Guatemala. 

                                                             
2 In the Appendix 1 of the Spanish version of this report a brief description of each one of these initiatives can be found.  
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Furthermore, a validation workshop was held with the initiative’s promoters to look at their preliminary 
research findings and to discuss some elements that were not clear in the first drafts of this document.  
Participants shared important data which enriched this report.  

The initiatives were examined based upon three dilemmas or thematic areas:  

• How do the initiatives represent the actors involved in the conflict: victims, survivors and 
perpetrators?  

• What narratives and truths arise from the initiative and how do they relate to other versions of the 
events? 

• How do youth participate and how are future generations incorporated?   

Finally, Impunity Watch  would like to thank the people and organisations that collaborated in the carrying 
out of this study: the Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR) from La Sierra, the Indigenous 
Community Development Association (ADICI), the Q’echi’ Survivors Resistance Committee (CORESQ), The 
Peace Secretariat, the National Reparations Program (PNR), The Presidential Human Rights Commission 
(COPREDEH), and the International Institute for Learning for Social Reconciliation (IIARS). 
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3. Context for Memorialisation in Guatemala  
In this chapter the process of memorialisation in Guatemala is examined as well as the context in which 
memory initiatives have evolved. In order to understand these processes a brief description is presented 
dealing with the armed conflict and its tragic outcome, how the transition to democracy developed and the 
peace process as well as advances in the area of transitional justice that have taken place since the end of 
the conflict in 1996. 

The on-going debate over historical memory in Guatemala is also presented, particularly the discussion on 
genocide. This debate gained momentum in 2011 due to the judicial processes initiated involving military 
officers accused of acts of genocide against the indigenous population between 1981 and 1983. Finally, we 
examine how the first memorialisation initiatives at the end of the 1980s began, how they evolved over 
time, and how the persistent efforts of victim and human rights organisations are breaking the silence in a 
country where the armed conflict and the disgraceful degree of impunity are seldom discussed. 

3.1. The armed conflict and genocide 

The armed conflict began in 1960 with the insurrection of a group of young military officers who opposed 
the repressive and intolerant policies of the government of the period.  The unrest began in 1954 when 
President Jacobo Arbenz was overthrown by an anti-communist military uprising led by conservative power 
groups within the country in alliance with the government of the United States (Streeter, 2000). In the 
1960s the first guerrilla groups emerged, the November 13th Revolutionary Movement, the Rebel Armed 
Forces (FAR), the armed branch of the Guatemalan Worker’s Party (PGT), and the April 12th Revolutionary 
Front. These groups operated in the capital and in the eastern part of the country, but they were quickly 
eliminated through forceful repression and by the terror tactics of the state security forces. 

During the 1970s two new guerrilla groups emerged, in the north and west of the country—regions 
primarily populated by indigenous people: The People in Arms Revolutionary Organisation (ORPA) and the 
Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP). Beginning in 1978 the state security forces undertook a forceful campaign 
of persecution, forced disappearances and assassinations of politicians, union organisers, academics, 
students and community leaders in the capital and in the western part of the country. The State terror 
campaign was extended to the rural areas when the army began to identify the indigenous communities as 
allies of the guerrillas (Figueroa Ibarra, 2011; Le Bot, 1992). 

Between 1981 and 1983 the army undertook a scorched earth policy against the indigenous population 
living in the rural areas of the country. The army completely destroyed communities and carried out 
merciless massacres of children, women, the elderly and unarmed men. The soldiers tortured the 
population, raped women, disappeared and executed community leaders and burned the population’s 
houses and crops. This provoked a massive displacement of the indigenous population which hid in the 
mountains, fled to other parts of the country or sought refuge in Mexico (Falla, 1992; Grandin, 2004; Le 
Bot, 1992; Sanford, 2003). 

The surviving population that remained in their communities was submitted to Army control and 
surveillance. The army forced the men of the communities to join Civil Self Defence Patrols (PAC) and 
created a network of military commissioners to watch and monitor their own neighbours. This led to deep 
divisions within the communities as many commissioners and civil patrol members committed crimes and 
abuses against the villagers (ODHAG, 1998). 

The Commission for Historical Clarification (CEH, 1999) concluded that during the armed conflict 626 
massacres were carried out, 1.5 million people were forcibly displaced due to the repression and more than 
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45,000 people were disappeared. The CEH estimates that there were 200,000 victims of the armed conflict 
in a country with a population of approximately eight million at the beginning of the 1980s. 83% of the 
victims were indigenous. 

In the capital and within the urban centres of the country, state security forces committed multiple 
disappearances and extra judicial executions of political and social leaders, students, unionists and any 
others who questioned the dictatorial regime. The communications media did little to inform about what 
was taking place and the population in the cities lived in fear and knew little of the magnitude of the crimes 
being committed against the indigenous population in the rural areas (Figueroa Ibarra, 2011). 

The CEH determined that 93% of the crimes were perpetrated by the army, 3% were committed by the 
guerrillas and of the remaining 4%, responsibility could not be determined. The most important conclusion 
of the CEH was that between 1981 and 1983 the Guatemalan State committed acts of genocide against the 
indigenous population.  

It is important to remember that in Guatemala there are 22 indigenous groups of Mayan origin, 
representing more than 50% of the population of the country. The indigenous population continues to be 
marginalised economically and politically, this is clearly seen in the heart-breaking state of poverty in which 
the majority lives and in the constant discrimination that they suffer in all spaces dominated by Ladinos 
(mestizos).3          

In its conclusions the CEH determined that the State’s political intolerance, racism, inequality and the 
accumulation of wealth in the hands of a small group of people were the underlying causes of the armed 
conflict. 

3.2 Transition to democracy and the peace process 

In 1984 the intensity of the armed conflict began to wane and the military began a transition process in 
order to cede political power to civilian authorities. As part of this process a National Constituent Assembly 
was convened and in 1985 a new Constitution was created. Elections were held with the presence of 
international observers and in 1986 a civilian assumed the presidency and a multi-party Congress was 
sworn in. These events were overseen by the military because the armed conflict had not yet ended. 

In 1990 the Guatemalan government began a formal process of negotiation to put an end to the armed 
conflict with the guerrilla army under the umbrella of the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity 
(URNG). The negotiations extended for six years due to a number of political setbacks until finally peace 
accords were signed in December 1996. During the negotiation process 12 agreements were reached on 
substantive issues for the transformation of the country, such as respect for human rights, socio-economic 
rights and the agrarian situation, governmental reforms, rights of indigenous peoples, military reform and 
the creation of a new police force, the installation of the Commission for Historical Clarification, among 
other issues (Azpuru et. al., 2007: Pásara , 2003). 

Different social sectors within the country participated in the discussions, including business people, the 
church, non-governmental organisations, indigenous groups and women. For many of the sectors the peace 
accords represented a framework for the development and transformation of the country, while the 
economic and politically powerful sectors questioned the legitimacy and the binding nature of the accords. 

                                                             
3 In Guatemala, approximately 80% of the indigenous are poor and 40% live in extreme poverty. The indigenous present the highest 
levels of illiteracy and the lowest incomes in the country. The majority of indigenous people live in the rural area and approximately 
67% of indigenous children suffer chronic malnutrition (CIDH, 2003).  
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The international community supported the peace process and the implementation of the accords through 
the United Nations Guatemalan Mission (MINUGUA) which was present in the country for 10 years (1994-
2004). MINUGUA carried out the valuable task of verifying respect for human rights and the 
implementation of many of the commitments made under the peace accords.4          

To a large extent the accords were fulfilled in a formal sense, mainly in regard to the demobilization of 
armed groups, legal reforms and in the modernization of state institutions. Nevertheless, in more 
substantive areas such as agrarian reform, poverty, rights of indigenous people and justice, little was 
achieved. Peace did not bring the desired changes for many social sectors, the elite and the traditional 
power groups maintained their same privileges and inequality increased (Azpuru et. al., 2007; Pásara 2003).  

Many former military and public officials responsible for the crimes of the past quickly installed themselves 
in political positions, created private security companies or became involved in organised crime. On many 
occasions the conservative elite and former military officials blocked the changes proposed by the peace 
accords (Kauffman, 2005).  

3.3 Transnational justice in the post-conflict   

Following the signing of the peace accords in 1996 significant advances have been made in the area of 
transitional justice. The state and civil society organisations, often with the support of the international 
community, have promoted initiatives to promote the right of victims, and of society as a whole, to the 
truth, reparations and justice. 

Two publications stand out in the area of truth reports: Guatemala Nunca Más (Guatemala Never Again, 
ODHAG, 1998), under the direction of the Catholic Church and Guatemala Memoria del Silencio (Guatemala 
Memory of Silence, CEH 1999). Both reports document the terrible crimes committed during the conflict, 
the context in which the events transpired and the responsibility of the state and the guerrillas. The report 
of the CEH exposed the genocide against the Mayan people and determined that the Guatemalan State was 
responsible for 93% of the crimes.  

In general terms both reports have been well received both in Guatemala and internationally, although the 
army and conservative groups within the country deny the veracity of the reports. These groups say that 
there was no genocide although they recognise that multiple massacres were carried out against the 
indigenous population due to “excesses” by Army troops in the rural areas; they also accuse the reports of 
being partial because the army did not take part in the investigation. 

Civil society organisations have made an extraordinary effort of exhumations to recover the remains of 
hundreds of victims of the armed conflict and to turn them over to family members. Moreover, some 
archives crucial for clarifying the facts have been recovered, such as the National Police Archive and the 
revelation of some military documents such as the campaign plans of the army from the most intense 
period of the conflict. Nevertheless, the army has refused to turn over all their archives, arguing that they 
are top secret state documents. Other documentation no longer exists (Impunity Watch, 2009).      

In the area of reparations, following a long period of demands and initiatives launched by victim’s 
organisations, in 2003 the government created the National Reparations Program (PNR).5 The PNR has 

                                                             
4 For further reference to the work of MINUGUA consult the Final Report f the Secretary General of the United Nations on the 
verification process of the Guatemalan peace accords. A/59/746. Available at http://es.wikisource.org/wiki/MINUGUA_-
_Informe_Final 
5 The PNR was created with the goal of providing individual and collective compensation to civilian victims of Human Rights 
Violations and crimes against humanity committed during the internal armed conflict (PNR, 2007b, p. 14). The program 
contemplates five reparation measures: a) measures to dignify the victims; b) material restitution for the families affected; c) 
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provided individual economic compensation to victims who have been able to demonstrate that they 
suffered the effects of the armed conflict. Nevertheless, thousands of victims and their families have been 
denied compensation because they are not able to comply with all the legal requirements of the PNR, 
above all, indigenous victims who, often do not have identification documents, are not familiar with the 
state bureaucracy and do not speak Spanish. The PNR has also been criticized for not promoting 
comprehensive reparations measures and for limiting itself to offering economic compensation (Impunity 
Watch 2009).       

In the area of justice, there have been few advances. The majority of the crimes have remained in impunity. 
Of the 626 massacres documented by the CEH, only six have been prosecuted and of the 45,000 forced 
disappearances only three have gone to trial.  Nevertheless, a few sentences have been emblematic, such 
as that of the 1992 Dos Erres massacre where 201 people were killed. Three soldiers from the battalion 
responsible for the massacre were condemned to 6,060 years of prison, 30 years for each of the victims.6 

The limited advances in the area of justice are due in part to the National Reconciliation Law ratified in 
1996 by the Guatemalan Congress. The Law freed those responsible for crimes carried out in the context of 
the armed conflict of all criminal responsibility. This amnesty was part of the peace negotiations between 
the government and the URNG. However, the law excludes crimes of torture, forced disappearance and 
genocide, which can be prosecuted because they are crimes against humanity.  

In 2011 the Public Prosecutor began genocide proceedings against members of the army high command for 
the years 1982 and 1983.  This is a historic case because it involves two ex-heads of state and other 
members of the army high command, all intellectual authors of the genocide committed against the 
indigenous population.7 This case has created high expectations within Guatemala and has reopened the 
debate on genocide and the relevance of judging the crimes of the past. 

These advances have taken place within a hostile environment of continued opposition by politically 
powerful sectors who maintain that the army completed its mission to defend the nation from the threat 
constituted by the communist guerrilla movement, and that the country must forget the past in order to 
move forward. Meanwhile, the vast majority of the population, not directly affected by the armed conflict, 
show little interest in the events of the past given the overwhelming nature of present-day poverty and 
security problems. 

Since the signing of the peace accords there has been a surge of crime and social violence in the country. 
Crime statistics for homicide, extortion, robbery, kidnapping and sexual violence against women are 
alarming. In 2010, Guatemala had a homicide rate of 45 per 100,000 inhabitants, one of the highest in Latin 
America. The majority of crimes occur in the urban area, are carried out with firearms and go unpunished 
due to the incapacity of the judicial system to respond to the overwhelming quantity of daily crimes. Many 
of the crimes are tied to drug trafficking, organised crime, youth gangs and common crime (World Bank, 
2011; PDH, 2011). 

In general terms, state institutions are weak and there is widespread corruption in public administration 
and within political parties. Some institutions have been permeated by criminal groups who seek impunity 
for the crimes committed in the past and present. For this reason, since 2007 upon the request of the 
Guatemalan government, the International Commission against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) was created 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          

programs for rehabilitation and psycho-social reparation; d) reconstruction of cultural elements lost during the armed conflict; and 
e) economic compensation (PNR 2007). 
6 El Periódico, August 3, 2011. 
7 El Periódico, June 21 and October 14, 2011. 
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under the leadership of the United Nations in order to support the Guatemalan justice system and to 
investigate and combat the criminal networks within State institutions (Impunity Watch et. al, 2010).   

The CICIG mandate does not include investigation of crimes committed during the armed conflict; 
nevertheless, its work has been valuable for strengthening the investigative and criminal prosecution 
capability in Guatemala. CICIG support has been important for the judicial system which has in turn been 
able to initiate criminal proceedings against an ex-president, various former ministers and police chiefs and 
other public officials for crimes of corruption and human rights violations. In recent years there have also 
been advances in criminal prosecution of former military officers responsible for crimes committed during 
the armed conflict.  

3.4. The Debate over historical memory 

The publication of Guatemala Nunca Más (ODHAG 1998) and Guatemala Memoria del Silencio (CEH 1999) 
revealed the magnitude and the gravity of what occurred during the armed conflict and opened the debate 
over how to deal with this tragedy. On the one hand victims’ groups, human rights organisations, and some 
politicians and academics acknowledge the veracity of the reports. They demand pardon and reparations 
for the victims and the prosecution of those responsible for the crimes. 

On the other hand, the military and economic elite, conservative academics and politicians say that the 
figures presented in the reports are exaggerated and that genocide was not committed in the country.  
They maintain that the army carried out its mission to defend the nation from the communist threat and 
that it is better to forget the past and to focus upon the present. They argue that the crimes of the past 
cannot be prosecuted because they expired when the National Reconciliation Law came into effect 
(Martinez, 2009). 

The position of the State in relation to the crimes of the past has varied, depending upon who has been 
government. Between 1996 and 2011 Guatemala has had four civilian presidents representing different 
political parties. The first three governments, of Alvaro Arzú, Alfonso Portillo and Oscar Berger, never 
publically acknowledged the CEH report, nor did they make statements in favour of justice for the crimes of 
the past. These governments carried out a few commemorative activities to memorialise the victims but in 
general they maintained a policy of silence about the past. The only significant event during this period was 
the creation of the National Reparations Program (PNR) in 2003 in order to provide reparations for 
damages suffered by victims of the armed conflict.8  

Alvaro Colom was the first president who, in 2009, publically acknowledged the veracity of the CEH report 
and accepted that the State committed genocide against the indigenous population.9  Furthermore, he 
ordered the army to turn over its archives for the purposes of clarification of truth, an order with which the 
army did not fully comply, revealing only a small part of its archives. However, President Colom’s position 
may once again be changed when a new person becomes president, especially if a former member of the 
military is elected.  

The debate over historical memory and justice for the crimes of the past reappeared in 2011 in the context 
of General Otto Pérez Molina´s presidential candidacy, and of the trials against former military officers 
accused of genocide. Pérez Molina is identified by victims groups and human rights organisations as having 
participated in massacres against the civilian population while he commanded military bases in Quiché 

                                                             
8 The PNR was created via a governmental decree given the permanent opposition of the legislators to ratify a Reparations Law, 
which, if it had occurred would have assured greater sustainability for the program.    
9 El Periódico, February 26, 2009. 
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during the 1980s. Pérez Molina has insistently denied his participation in these events, characterizing the 
CEH report as biased, saying that there was no genocide and lobbying for reconciliation without justice.10 

In 2011 criminal proceedings were also begun against former army chiefs from 1982 and 1983. This has 
angered ex-military officials and conservative groups in the country who feel threatened by justice. The ex-
military leaders interpret the charges as “acts of vengeance” by the guerrillas and in response, presented a 
series of accusations of crimes committed by the guerrillas during the conflict to the Public Prosecutor’s 
Office. The ex-military leaders and their families also organised a protest march and published a series of 
statements in the news media.11 

In Guatemala three clear positions can be observed related to historical memory and the crimes of the 
past: there are a) those who oppose truth and justice and propose instead silence and forgetting the past; 
b) those who support truth, offer reparations to the victims, but do not support criminally prosecuting 
those responsible; and c) those who consider that truth, reparations and justice ought to go hand in hand in 
order for reconciliation to take place. However, the majority of people, mainly young people who know 
little of what happened given that neither their parents nor the schools have taught them, do not 
participate in the debate. Caught between these different positions, Guatemala continues to struggle with 
the legacy of atrocities and latent inequalities in the present day. 

3.5 Memorialisation initiatives and the struggle to not forget  

The first memorialisation initiatives are linked to the registries of reports made to victim’s organisations in 
the 1980s. At the beginning of the 1990s the first publications began to appear that demonstrated the 
seriousness and magnitude of the events, among those “Guatemala: polos de desarrollo” (Guatemala: 
Development Poles) that describes the destructuration of the indigenous communities of Huehuetenango, 
El Quiché, Petén y Alta Verapaz; and “Masacres de la selva” (Massacre in the Jungle, Falla 1992) which 
revealed the atrocities committed by the army in the north of Quiché. The latter is based upon the 
testimonies of survivors of the massacre who hid in the mountains. 

Between 1995 and 1998 the first monuments to the victims began to be built. In Nimlajacok, Cobán, Alta 
Verapaz a monument was erected with the names of 915 victims who died in the jungle while fleeing the 
army. In Chimaltenango, the Coordinator of Guatemalan Widows (CONAVIGUA) began construction of a 
number of monuments with the names of victims of the conflict. In Quiché and at the University of San 
Carlos in Guatemala, the Mutual Support Group (GAM) had several murals painted commemorating the 
victims of the conflict. 

Within this period civil society organisations, particularly the Foundation of Anthropological Forensics 
Experts (FAFG) and the Centre for Forensic Analysis and Applied Sciences (CAFCA), took on an intense 
exhumation effort in different regions of the country. The remains themselves and the research done on 
them, the uncovering of clandestine cemeteries and the interviews with the families of victims all 
contributed to the reconstruction of memory (ECAP 2009). Within this period various photo exhibits were 
done on the subject of the exhumations and the process of returning the remains to family members. 

These first memorialisation efforts were carried out as a way of denouncing the crimes suffered by the 
victims and in order to dignify the memory of those killed. The survivors and their families represented 
themselves as victims of state repression and began to position themselves as such in the country’s political 
arena. 

                                                             
10 Plaza Pública, July 25 2011, interview with Otto Pérez Molina. 
11 Plaza Pública, 15 de noviembre, 2011, la marcha de los veteranos.  
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 In 1998 and 1999 the reports Guatemala Nunca Más and Guatemala Memories of Silence were published. 
Both were based upon hundreds of testimonies by survivors and witnesses to the violence from around the 
country. Both reports became symbolic of victims’ memorialisation process and reference documents for 
activists and academics. They have been used as documentary evidence in criminal investigations and 
proceedings (Martinez, 2009). 

Following the publication of the reports, studies and academic publications reconstructing local memory 
increased. This helped to further the understanding of what occurred at the community level. More 
monuments were built and tribute paid to the victims. For example, in Rabinal, Baja Verapaz, the victims 
built monuments in the cemetery to the memory of 177 victims of the Río Negro massacre and to the 
memory of victims from other communities in the region. The church from the village of Plan de Sánchez 
was turned into a symbol of the memory of the massacre which took place in this community. 

Human Rights organisations with the support of international donor agencies, distributed the Guatemala 
Nunca Más and Guatemala Memories of Silence reports so that the population, particularly children and 
youth could become familiar with them. Summaries and abridged versions were also created and 
distributed in the communities hard hit by the violence, as well as in some schools, and were also published 
in the communications media.  

In general terms, during this period a certain degree of interaction took place with society at large on the 
issues related to the armed internal conflict. One way of looking at it was that these efforts focused mainly 
on sharing these different memories initiatives, but the idea of the subjects as victims persisted. 

Following the creation of the National Reparations Program (PNR) in 2003, once again memorialisation 
initiatives began to gain momentum. Some individual histories began to be recovered as well an emerging 
picture of how violence affected specific groups such as women, students, union members, rural people, 
journalists, catechists, etc. Profiles have been written about these groups as well as some individual 
histories. 

In 2005 the book Voces que cuentan nuestra historia (Voices that Tell Our History) was published by the 
group ¿Hace 25 años vos dónde estabas? (Where Were You 25 Years Ago?). The book is a tribute to 44 
Guatemalan revolutionaries. This same year the National Police Archives were discovered containing eight 
million files with more than 100 years of history. Since then an exhaustive review of the documents has 
been conducted in order to uncover cases of human rights violations during the armed conflict. The 
archives have also been used by researchers for academic projects.12   

On the local level, community organising continued to be promoted and murals created. ECAP supported 
the creation of memorial murals in communities such as Rabinal, Panzós and San Martín Jilotepeque. 
CAFCA created the Network of Reparations Advocates, in charge of cataloguing damages to communities 
and pressuring the government to comply with the different measures of comprehensive reparations 
through grievance memorials.   

The State has also undertaken some important initiatives such as declaring February 25th the Day for the 
Dignification of the Victims of the Armed Conflict, building of a number of community monuments, 
organising commemorations and tributes, as well as organising publications, seminars and conferences.  
Furthermore, President Colom´s government declared 2011 to be the Year for the Institutionalization of 

                                                             
12 The digital archives can be consulted at http://www.archivohistoricopn.org/ and are also accessible through the library of the 
University of Texas at Austin https://ahpn.lib.utexas.edu/    
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Memory which opened the door for dialogue between the government and civil society on the role of the 
state in the memorialisation process. 

All in all, memorialisation initiatives have served various ends: to reconstruct the memory of and publically 
denounce what occurred, to dignify and honour the memory of the victims, to promote community 
organisation and the rebuilding of the social fabric, to inform and educate the younger generation and to 
demand justice and reparation. 

During the memorialisation process, the participation and representation of victims has evolved (Paniagua, 
2010). The organisations have moved from a position of denouncing as victims to that of political 
protagonists in dialogue with the State. Many indigenous organisations which suffered repression, no 
longer present themselves as naïve and passive victims of the repression, but rather as brave survivors who 
resisted State repression and oppression. This re-dignification of their role motivates them to continue 
seeking justice in a broader sense. 

One can observe that the survivors, rather than thinking of themselves as incapable of acting, are now the 
main actors making demands and denouncing the lack of attention from the State. The memorialisation 
processes have also evolved and have responded to the different social demands of the different historical 
contexts of the country. But the transformation has occurred, as well, as a result of the joint reflection and 
of the experience accumulated by the organisations on the community and national level. 
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4. The Case Studies 
This chapter examines four memorialisation initiatives that have been carried out in Guatemala in recent 
years. The first two cases correspond to indigenous communities which were wiped out by the army 
repression during the 1980s, the Ixhil and the Qéqchí communities. The third case is a project of the 
International Institute for Learning and Social Reconciliation (IIARS), an exhibit in Guatemala City on racism 
and inequality in the country. The last case is a 2011 initiative by the Guatemalan government to 
acknowledge and ask forgiveness for the torture and execution of two young ladino revolutionaries, victims 
of state repression during the 1970s. 

The case studies illustrate the efforts of the communities that suffered violence, of the civil society 
organisations, and of some governmental organisations to recover and preserve the memory of the tragedy 
of the armed conflict. In each case three key elements are examined: a) the actors who participated in the 
initiative, b) the narratives and truths emerging from the initiative and c) the participation of youth and the 
future generations. 

4.1. Case 1: Reconstruction of the Ixhil Memory in Quiché 

This initiative was developed in the Ixhil region which includes the municipalities of Chajul, Cotzal and 
Nebaj in the Quiché Department in the north-western region of Guatemala.  Approximately 150,000 people 
live in the region, of which 90% are indigenous Ixhils who have survived historically in conditions of extreme 
poverty and marginalisation. Most of the population lives in distant villages dispersed throughout an 
extensive mountainous zone (Ixil Foundation, 2010).       

The Ixhil people were one of the indigenous groups victimised by the genocide perpetrated by the army 
during the 1980s, according to data of the Commission for Historical Clarification (CEH, 1999). The 
Commission determined that the army had identified indigenous groups with the organisational base for 
the guerrillas and attacked these groups indiscriminately while knowing that they were not combatants.  In 
the Ixhil region the army cruelly massacred entire communities where hundreds of children, women, men 
and the elderly died; they tortured and raped women, destroyed homes, harvests and the material objects 
of the Ixhil culture. This provoked the displacement of thousands of inhabitants who fled towards the 
mountains and to other regions of the country. The CEH estimates that between 70-90% of the Ixhil 
communities were wiped out by the army.  

Many of the survivors of the massacres hid in the mountains for more than ten years, escaping from the 
army who constantly pursued and harassed them. In the mountains the survivors organised what they 
called Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR). The CPRs were organised into three groups, in 
different regions of the country: CPR of Ixcán, CPR of Petén and CPR of La Sierra.  Following the signing of 
the peace accords in 1996 the CPRs were resettled, with international observers and support, in areas 
designated by the government. The population of the La Sierra CPR, made up primarily of Ixhils, was 
relocated in two groups, one which was moved to the southern coastal area of the country and the other 
which returned to the Ixhil region (MINUGUA, 1998). 

Following the massacre and widespread exodus of the population, the army decreed a series of amnesties 
which many of displaced accepted because living in the mountains was unbearable. The people who 
accepted the amnesty were placed in development centres and model villages where they were 
continuously indoctrinated and monitored by the army. Within these communities men were obligated to 
join Self Defence Patrols and to collaborate with the army in surveillance tasks and counterinsurgent 
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actions (CEH, 1999). The population living in these communities lived under permanent threat and 
harassment by the army. 

4.1.1. Stakeholders 

The Reconstruction of the Ixhil Historical Memory initiative was created in 2005 and promoted by members 
of the CPR La Sierra who returned to the Ixhil region following the signing of the peace accords in 1996.  
Initially, the returnees created the La Sierra CPR Association in order to promote and fundraise for 
programs related to their development, educational, land and other rights. Over time they felt the need to 
record their history of survival in the mountains, the repression carried out by the army against their 
communities during the 1980s, and the long history of oppression and resistance of the Ixhil people in the 
broader sense from their origins to the present day. 

Between 60 and 80 people participated in the initiative including men, women and youth from different 
communities in the region; the majority members of La Sierra CPR and victims of the violence. The 
historical memory reconstruction process happens during periodic meetings throughout different 
communities across the region. A small group of promoters visit each community, once or twice a month, 
to hold small group meetings in which collective, historical memory reconstruction exercises are carried 
out. 

The initiative is based upon dialogue and consensus. The people gather in order to narrate and reconstruct 
together what occurred during the armed conflict, how the army attacks took place, how they fled and 
survived in the mountains and how they organised in order to resist. In the discussions the distinct versions 
of the historical events are compared and contrasted with the aim of reconstructing what occurred. At the 
beginning of the process, individual histories were collected but over time it was understood that through 
dialogue and collective reconstruction, a greater degree of detail could be achieved as well as a 
strengthening of collective consciousness. 

Large sheets of newsprint paper are used in the meetings to create maps of the communities that were laid 
siege to and attacked by the army and to reconstruct the routes whereby the population was able to 
escape and to hide. Participants compared experiences with the group and then proceed to elaborate on 
the details of the events based upon the memories of the others. Some participants have presented 
documents from the period and objects which demonstrate aspects of their survival in the mountains, such 
as grinding stones, pieces of hoes, cups, other vessels and gear used during the time they hid from the 
army. 

The promoters preserve copies of the newsprint paper maps, photocopies of the documents presented by 
participants and the records of what is said during the meetings as memorial evidence. The promoters are 
organising this information in order to create a publication which will tell the history of the resistance of 
the Ixhil people and be shared with all the communities in the area. 

In this initiative, participants see themselves as victims of State repression and oppression but they also 
recognise themselves as a people in resistance. Participants admit that they knew clearly what took place 
during the armed conflict and that they were not naïve victims caught in the cross fire between the army 
and the guerrillas, as some academics such as Yvon Le Bot (1992) and David Stoll (1993) have portrayed 
them. Throughout this initiative, the Ixhils have represented themselves as a non-combatant people in 
resistance. 

Some former members of the Civil Self Defence patrols (PAC) who had been forced by the army to carry out 
counter-insurgency and surveillance tasks in their communities, have participated in the initiative. The 
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other participants see the ex PACs as victims who acted against their will and not as perpetrators of the 
massacres.  Hence they have participated and offer their testimony: 

 Yes, they (the ex PACs) are included from many communities here in Nebaj and they have provided their 
histories, it is not only a story of the resistance that existed, but also of the many other things that 
happened as well as the resistance.13 

 The ex-patrolmen are included because we recognise perfectly well that they were forced (to carry out 
those tasks), we lived it, we saw with our own eyes.14 

According to the promoters, some ex PACs identify with the initiative because it allows them to participate 
in the reconstruction of the history without prejudice or blame. They are also able to share their experience 
of the period of repression and offer significant information for the reconstruction of the collective 
historical memory. 

The group of promoters has tried to involve other members of the communities who were direct or indirect 
victims of violence, however, many people are afraid to speak or do not show interest in participating. This 
is understandable if one takes into account that many people continue to feel terrified by what took place 
during the genocide and the years that followed. In addition, the current divisions that exist in the 
communities over land, political positions, and problems between neighbours all have an effect. Another 
important factor in the silence of the population is the proliferation of the evangelical churches in the 
region, which promote a discourse based upon forgetting the past and generalized forgiveness.  

The State has not offered any type of support for this initiative, on the contrary. Participants feel that the 
State has not supported this type of efforts because many public officials—members of the  Army and ex-
military commissioners—consider  it politically inconvenient for the population find out about or remember 
the crimes committed in the past. For this reason, many officials and local authorities promote silence and 
forgetting. 

This initiative has been carried out with limited financial resources although it has had some financial 
support from Guatemalan and some international NGOs. Currently it is seeking funding for the book that it 
hopes to publish, which will bring together the reconstructed history gathered during the past seven years 
and which the initiative hopes to distribute throughout the Ixhil region as part of the inheritance of the 
future generations. 

With the passing of time, some members of the initiative lost their enthusiasm for the project given the 
limited financial resources available and the limited impact that they saw from the historical memory 
reconstruction process. This is evident in the following interview: 

We have fought and we had work to do both during the armed conflict and within the resistance as 
well…sometimes it is hard to give one’s time, there are many people working on this work who have earned 
a salary (from it) while we have not…sometimes this is frustrating because one doesn’t see the results of 
what one has done and sometimes I lose faith, because I say to myself: it’s been a waste of time, going 
hungry and everything else and at the end of it all there is nothing to show for it..15 

Despite lagging enthusiasm people keep participating. The initiative is based upon the principle that 
memory and the processes of memorialisation, ought to be built from the experiences of the people who 

                                                             
13 Interview with Gaspar Velazco and Francisco Rivera, Nebaj, 2011. 
14 Focus group, Nebaj, 2011. 
15 Ibid. 
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experienced the violence and who know the history of the Ixhil people. One of the fundamental premises 
that the group promotes is that “he who informs, forms [the public knowledge].” 

4.1.2. Truth-Telling 

The initiative promotes the reconstruction of the past, present and future of the Ixhil people, although the 
principal emphasis is upon the reconstruction of the events which transpired during the armed conflict and 
the analysis of the community problems of the present.  

With respect to the armed conflict, the initiative reconstructs how the guerrillas arrived in the 
communities, how the army perpetrated genocide, life in the mountains and the return process. The 
initiative brings together not only the stories of suffering and oppression, but also highlights stories of 
survival and heroism where the dignity and the resistance of the Ixhil people is demonstrated. The intent is 
to recover the individual histories of heroism and survival in order to help overcome the fear of speaking 
about these events. For example, the bravery of the women, of the spiritual guides of the people, those 
who gathered the food, etc. is all recognised. These were all part of the survival strategies developed during 
the repression.  

“We learned to eat food we were not used to eating, roots from the mountain and other plants that we had 
never eaten, out there  we learned to eat these things and how to organise ourselves.”16 

In the stories, the army, the military officers and the land owners appear as those responsible for the 
massacres and for the violence done to the Ixhils. The army committed the crimes in order to serve the 
interests of the State and of the landowners. Throughout the stories details emerge of how the landowners 
accused the communities of belonging to the guerrillas so that the army would attack them:  

“We weren’t going to come here [the soldiers said], we were in Ilom when a letter came to us saying that 
Estrella is part of the guerrillas. That’s why we came here to massacre the people, because the letter came. 
Who sent the letter? Orlando Tello, he sent the letter.”17 

In many cases, dates, names and places where events took place can be reconstructed for the purpose of 
later initiating criminal proceedings. 

One of the central issues in the present has been the offer of government retributions to victims of the 
violence. The greatest criticisms have been for the National Reparations Program (PNR) created by the 
government in 2004 in order to indemnify victims who are able to demonstrate the loss of a family 
member. For many of the victims it is extremely difficult to comply with the legal requirements of the PNR 
because they do not have identification documents or if they do the documents contain errors made by the 
municipal registrars and in many cases they are not able to demonstrate their tie to one of the victims. 
Furthermore, the PNR is criticised for not implementing other measures for moral, cultural and psycho-
social reparations and for not carrying out rehabilitation programmes for the war wounded or scholarships 
for the children of the victims of the conflict. 

In the meetings two other issues important to the population are also discussed: land conflicts and the 
presence of hydroelectric companies in the region who are threatening to take possession of natural 
resources. These problems are interpreted in light of the history of oppression and resistance of the Ixhil 
people, that is to say, the past is used to understand the present. 

                                                             
16 Informante Juan Francisco Pedro, Colaborador de la iniciativa en Santa Clara. 
17 Informante Catarina, colaboradora de Santa Clara. 
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For the Ixhils, the same as for the rest of the indigenous peoples of Guatemala, land is a culturally relevant 
element and a fundamental means of survival. According to Javier Gurriarán and Gabriel Paz, representing 
the group promoting the initiative: 

The land is part of the people, it is part of the same unity, it is not only a place upon which to carry out 
business.  The land is a life space, a place for being together; it is a place of relationship.  The land and the 
people each possess different functions according to the Mayan worldview; it does not follow the reasoning 
of business. Land carries out some functions, people others.  In the face of the prospect of losing their land, 
people organised and participated in the revolutionary struggle, which differs from the analysis of many 
academics.  

Land problems are old history in the Ixhil region, but they became more acute during the armed conflict 
given the massacres and the massive exodus during the 1980s. Many people, including the military, took 
over the land of the victims who did not have property titles and could not, therefore, recuperate their 
land. The problems have worsened in recent years due to the growth of the population and the arrival of 
the hydroelectric companies and others who seek to exploit the region’s natural resources.  

Initiative participants feel that one of the goals of the genocide was to strip their lands from them and send 
them into exile and that currently the hydroelectric and mining companies are threatening to do so once 
again. 

In this sense, historical memory functions as a tool with which to examine the present. The memorialisation 
initiative not only intends to dignify the resistance struggle during the internal armed conflict but also to 
promote resistance in the present in the face of the external threat posed by economic capital, as the 
initiative members indicated: 

They (the hydroelectric companies) already have the studies done, for example, there in Vijolom, where they 
are going to drill for oil; there at the source of all the water that comes out of the mountains; and all this, 
there is the essence (of the situation).  But given that we don’t know, we don’t know about this as they well 
knew, so their idea is to go to a given place and to take away everything they want. This is just another way 
of finishing us off.18 

It is clear that these kinds of memorialisation initiatives make the hydroelectric companies and landowners 
nervous because they oppose their interests and activities. Nevertheless, up until now the members of the 
initiative have not been harassed or threatened by the companies as has occurred in other indigenous 
communities around the country. The leaders of these companies promote the idea that they are bringing 
development to the communities and for that reason there ought not to be any opposition on the part of 
residents of the area. 

The initiative also promotes a broader interpretation of the history of the Ixhil people, one that looks 
beyond the armed conflict. For that reason episodes of the Ixhil past are discussed, for example, the anti-
vagrancy law of 1936 and the exploitation suffered on the farms in the past. 

What is being promoted is the construction of an historical memory which assembled cultural and 
territorial notions but mainly one which explains the current situation by means of the accumulation of 
events which have affected the entire population. As Javier Gurriarán affirms: 

                                                             
18 Interview with Gaspar Velazco and Francisco Rivera, Nebaj, 2011.  Members of the Ixhil Memory Group. 
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Memory is the conscience of the communities, of the people; it is that which integrates their past with their 
future. Memory is the consciousness of the aggressions and of the resistance which the communities and 
the people have experienced but which serves not only to remember but to seek a better future. 

 The initiative promotes reflection over the abuses suffered by the Ixhil people for centuries and how they 
have been forced to abandon their territory. The reflection on the past is not interpreted in a tragic and 
fatalistic manner rather it serves to reaffirm the identity and history of resistance of the Ixhil people. 

4.1.3. Future Generations 

Few youth participated in the initiative. The youth who did participate in the meetings were generally the 
children of those who lived in La Sierra CPR. The majority of the youth are male and while they speak little 
in the meetings, they identify themselves as part of the “resistance.” According to the promoters of the 
initiative, the goal is for the youth to listen and to learn about their past through the stories of the adults so 
that they can own their history. One of the sayings common among the group is “sowing memory one 
harvests resistance.” 

The promoters of the initiative are conscious of the fact that the new generations ought to know their past 
and have approached the local schools in order to share with the children stories about the past as well as 
of the damage the hydroelectric companies can cause to the community. Nevertheless, they have not made 
a systematic effort with the youth or with the children. In one of the interviews one of the promoters 
shared an experience of having gone to the schools: 

 “We went to the school. We explained to them…the kids started to ask many questions and we explained to 
them that perhaps we aren’t going to live through that now, but maybe in twenty years, well, things are 
going to get worse…we had to explain this to them so that they can understand what we are talking about.” 

There is concern over the negative impact of the hydroelectric and mining projects planned for the future, 
that is why the initiative has attempted to raise awareness among the children and the youth as to their 
rights as citizens and as Ixhil people and to attempt in this way to raise their consciousness about their 
rights and their cultural identity. 

Finally, it is important to mention that in January 2012, criminal proceedings began in the case of the 
genocide carried out in the Ixhil region. The accused are the ex-Chief of State, Efrain Rios Montt and other 
members of the army high command who governed the country between 1982 and1983. These 
proceedings are historic given that they are the first criminal proceedings against members of the army 
high command for genocide in the country and because the victims from the Ixhil region participated as 
plaintiffs.  

The criminal proceedings have been promoted by the Association for Justice and Reconciliation (AJR) with 
the support of the Centre for Legal Action in Human Rights (CALDH), and while it is not a result of the 
initiative for the reconstruction of Ixhil memory, a number of the participants in the initiative are witnesses 
in the criminal case. 

The initiative participants recognise the importance of justice as well as the support that the 
memorialisation processes can offer to the court cases against the members of the military responsible for 
the genocide. 

“It is also important that justice be done in many areas so that things don’t just stay the way they are. For 
example, we have gone to embassies and brought up specific issues so that they would listen to us, because 
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that is also where we need to make demands for the support not only of other organisations but from 
others outside of Guatemala that can also contribute.”19  

4.1.4. Conclusions 

This initiative has the great value of having been promoted by the survivors of the genocide against the Ixhil 
people, who lived in the mountains for many years escaping from the harassment and repression of the 
army. The participants in the initiative define themselves as a group in resistance and not as passive victims 
of governmental oppression and repression.  

Within the memorialisation process, individual and collective histories of suffering and oppression have 
been collected, but the stories of group heroism and resistance are what most stand out. 

The group that participated in the initiative understands memory in the broad sense, not limited to what 
took place during the armed conflict, but rather examining the great moments of oppression and resistance 
that the Ixhil people have faced throughout their history. For the group, memory is a living element and a 
tool that helps to strengthen cultural identity and group cohesion, as well as helping to understand better 
the past and the present. 

The group interprets memory as a form of commitment within the Ixhil community to refuse to forget.  
They consider it fundamental to transmit their history to the future generations and for that reason register 
the details of their history on paper and documents. In the review of their history they seek to connect 
their cultural identity, the struggle for territory and the external threats of the present day. They 
reconstruct memory in order to give significance to the events of the present and of the future. 

Nevertheless, until now the initiative has not been able to involve other parts of the Ixhil community, many 
of the victims are afraid to participate given how little time has passed since the end of the armed conflict. 
Furthermore, the on-going conflict over land, the political tensions and the presence of the hydroelectric 
companies in the region, place the members of the initiative in a position of vulnerability due to their 
opinions and position on these conflicts. 

Finally, the criminal proceedings against the ex-Chief of State, Efraín Rios Montt, for genocide against the 
Ixhil people, represent an enormous advance for Guatemalan justice. While the criminal proceedings were 
not undertaken by this initiative, several of the victims who participated in the initiative are witnesses in 
the criminal proceedings. The case is sure to have a huge impact upon the memorialisation process of the 
Ixhil people and upon Guatemalan society in general.   

4.2. Case 2: Reconstruction of Q’eqchi’ Historical Memory in Alta Verapaz  

This initiative is based upon the memorialisation process carried out with representatives of 20 Q´eqchi´ 
communities in the department of Alta Verapaz, in the north of Guatemala. The initiative was begun in 
2001 by the Director of the Indigenous Community Development Association (ADICI), Alfonso Huet, who for 
more than five years carefully documented testimonies and memorialisation processes undertaken by 
Q’eqchi’ victims in the communities in regard to the genocide. Based on this research, Huet created 
educational materials for use in teaching the school children of Alta Verapaz about the tragic events 
experienced by the Q’eqchi’ communities during the armed conflict. 

The indigenous Q’eqchi’ communities of Alta Verapaz have faced a long history of oppression by 
landowners who have forced them off their lands and exploited their labour. During the conflict the army, 
in many cases in allegiance with the landowners, committed many massacres as well as rape, torture and 

                                                             
19 Ibid. 
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disappearances in villages in the region. They burned homes and agricultural crops as well as causing a 
massive displacement of the population who fled to the mountains seeking refugee from the repression 
(CEH, 2009). 

4.2.1. Stakeholders 

The initiative arose following the publication of the reports Guatemala Nunca Más  (ODHAG, 1988) and 
Guatemala Memoria del Silencio (CEH, 1999), with the goal of reconstructing the local historical memory of 
the Q’eqchi’ communities of Alta Verapaz. The initial intention was to reconstruct specific memories from 
the Q’eqchi’ communities of the region, given that the Guatemala Nunca Más and Guatemala Memoria del 
Silencio reports are general and do not detail the local history; moreover, the hope was to open the 
possibility for the victims who had not shared their experience to do so. 

Alfonso Huet, Director of ADICI, documented the historical memory of 20 communities of Alta Verapaz 
through individual interviews with victims of the violence, collective discussions with community 
representatives and through detailed review of documents. Based upon his investigation, in 2006 he 
published the book Nos salvó la sagrada selva: la memoria de veinte comunidades Q´eqchi´es que 
sobrevivieron al genocidio (We were Saved by the Sacred Jungle: Memories of twenty Q’eqchi’ 
communities who survived genocide). The book was published originally in the Q’eqchi’ language and later 
translated to Spanish in 2008. 

The process of historical investigation and reconstruction begun by Huet awoke the interest of various 
victims who decided to organise themselves in the Resistance Committee of Q’eqchi’ survivors (CORESQ), 
with the intention of making the historical memory of the Q’eqchi’ people of Alta Verapaz known. 

The members of ADICI and CORESQ came to the conclusion that the children and youth needed to know 
what occurred during the armed conflict and that the text ought to be used in the schools. They proposed 
the idea to the authorities of the Ministry of Education’s Departmental department of Bilingual Education 
who agreed with the idea of including the content of the text in the primary school curriculum for Alta 
Verapaz. The authorities from the Departmental Office of the Ministry of Education proposed that 
educational materials adapted for use by the teachers and students be developed. 

ADICI and COREQ sought international funding for the development of educational materials and to train 
the teachers of the region. In 2009 and 2010 the initiative was financed by the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) and by the Dutch organisation, Solidarity. With this financial support a 
teacher’s guide was developed for the teachers and elementary students. The guide was distributed to the 
schools in the region at the training workshops for the teachers. 

According to Alfonso Huet, at the beginning the teachers responded with enthusiasm to the initiative: 

“The teachers really liked it, I have some evaluations of what the teachers have said and they said ‘oh, very 
good’ because we did [the presentations] in January that year, and ‘that is great, this is  a subject that is of 
interest to us, and you have provided the materials at the beginning of the year, sometimes the Ministry 
gives a lecture or announces something and then we get the materials at the end of the year when it is no 
longer useful to us.’ So yes, the teachers loved it”.20  

Between 2009 and 2010 the initiative was incorporated widely within the elementary schools curriculum. 
However, in 2011 following the finalisation of the funding from the international agencies there has not 
been systematic monitoring to see how many teachers continue to use the guide nor how they are using it. 
There are no additional details available as to how students and parents are reacting to the content. 
                                                             
20 Interview with Alfonso Huet, Cobán, Alta Verapaz. 
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It is important to note that on the national level within the Guatemalan educational system, little is taught 
on the armed conflict. Although recently, within the new National Base Curriculum approved by the 
Ministry of Education, some victims’ organisations, human rights groups and academics have proposed the 
inclusion of more specific content on the armed conflict, its causes and consequences. 

4.2.2. Stakeholders 

The initiative promotes the idea of reconstructing historical memory in order to understand the present 
and to orient the future so that the horrendous events of the armed conflict are not repeated. The initiative 
is based upon the testimony of the victims and the survivors of the violence in order to reconstruct memory 
and transmit it to future generations. 

The book We Were Saved by the Sacred Jungle (2008), discusses the events before, during and after the 
army repression of the 1980s from the testimonies collected by Huet. The book is organised in five 
chapters. In the first chapter the situation before the army repression is described, life in the communities, 
the abuses and the conflicts experienced with the landowners, the process by which the population came 
to awareness of the situation of their oppression. Later, it relates how the landowners accused the 
communities of supporting the guerrillas and caused the army repression. 

The second chapter deals with the massacres, disappearances and assassinations of local leaders as well as 
the rape of women, the burning of the villages and the flight by the population into the mountains. In the 
third chapter, the survival in the mountains is recounted, including subsistence methods and the efforts to 
organise in the jungle despite the constant bombardments by the army.  

In the fourth chapter presents the return of the communities. The fact that many returned out of 
desperation, how others sought protection in the churches and how the men were obligated to become 
patrolmen is explained. Finally, the fifth chapter presents the reconstruction and an explanation of the 
indigenous people’s transition to peace. 

One of the most interesting issues in the book is the description of the continuing expropriation of land and 
the exploitation on the farms suffered by the Q´eqchi´ people throughout their history as well as the tie 
between the landowners and the army to repress the population and to perpetuate the oppression and 
exploitation. In this sense, the memorialisation process transcends that historic period of the armed 
conflict, and the semi-feudal economic model predominant in Alta Verapaz is explained as well as the 
emancipation struggles of the indigenous peoples. 

In the Teacher’s Guide on the Theme of Historical Memory (2009), prepared for teachers and students, a 
simple synthesis is presented of the five chapters of the book and pedagogical activities are proposed which 
allow teachers to work and to discuss the issues with the children. The guide has a participatory emphasis 
and observation, reflection and dialogue are employed to allow the students to discuss the issues and to 
develop their own analysis. 

One limitation of both the book and the guide is that they present only the victims viewpoint of the 
violence and leave out the versions of other actors; for example, the ex civil patrolmen, the army, the 
landowners and the guerrillas. In the photographs and visual images in the book and the guide the soldiers, 
landowners, military commissioners and civil defence patrolmen are portrayed as perpetrators of the 
violence. 

Alfonso Huet is conscious of this limitation:   

“I said, ‘Listen, the material that we are working on, both the photographs and the books, it all has its 
limitations.  It is the memory but only that of a specific group: the victims’. And I also said, on the one hand 
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it is not the memory of a specific group, it is not a total vision, a global vision. The interesting part, I said, 
would be to compare or complement this vision, this memory, with, for example the memory of the Ex-PAC 
or with the memory of the soldiers, but I have never worked on that.” 

“These types of processes take time... I always say that this is the version of the victims. Hopefully, the Ex-
PACs themselves will also do a memory initiative like this; hopefully the q’eqchi’ soldiers will also create 
their own memory initiative.”  21   

Both the book and the guide attempt to explain the complexity of the events before, during and alter the 
repression carried out by the army as well as the oppression suffered by the population.The resistance of 
the Q´eqchi´ population is highlighted. The victims are not represented as passive and naive subjects but 
rather as conscious actors who resist the repression.  

“They were very complex realities, I think that the great majority are in fact clear that they were fighting to 
improve themselves, yes, they resisted, but the majority did not fight with weapons, the majority were not 
combatants, they were victims that fled to the mountains, but they did resist, they were constantly fleeing 
from the soldiers in order to save their lives but also because they knew that they were part of a movement 
for change.”22  

The book explains that not everyone resisted in the mountains, some decided to join the guerrillas, others 
subjected themselves to the control of the army, and others returned from the mountains out of 
desperation and sought protection from the church. It is also explained that the civil self-defence 
patrolmen were in part victims to the extent they were forced by the army to collaborate in surveillance 
tasks, often times participating out of fear. 

“People fled because they were scared and once they were in the mountains, well of course then the 
guerrillas were their protection. That created a stronger link to the guerrillas, up there, there was more 
political training, also training with the guerrilla, but everything had been burned, they were already in the 
mountains, right? And so there yes, there were young people who said ‘if they killed my parents, destroyed 
our things, I’m not going to leave this’ and they got involved as combatants, right? (After they were already 
in the mountains) That is why I do not share the interpretation of people like [David] Stoll, who says that 
people got involved without knowing, I believe that in terms of consciousness, people were aware.”23 

Within this memorialisation initiative, it is interesting how the population that suffered the violence 
questioned being characterised as victims. While it is true that the life experiences during the armed 
conflict give testimony to the suffering of the indigenous communities, this does not mean that people had 
given up and that they did not believe in a better future. An example of this is the organising process of 
CORESQ, the organisation that was created to promote the historical memory project begun by Huet. They 
have discussed whether the communities see themselves as victims or in resistance: 

“Well, we are going to form our organisation and what will we call it?” and many said “oh, the Victims’ 
Committee” just like in many other places. Then I remembered that I had talked about the subject of survival 
and I think that someone else spoke of resistance. We explained these ideas, I do remember that, and then 

                                                             
21  Interview with Alfonso Huet, Cobán Alta Verapaz. 
22 Idem. 
23 In this interview Alfonso Huet refers to the thesis of the North American Anthropologist, David Stoll who maintains that the 
population was caught in the crossfire between the army and the guerrillas and that they did not understand what was happening.  
He argues that being in the mountains many felt obligated to join the guerrillas given the pressures of the circumstances and not 
out of conviction in the revolutionary struggle.  
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they said. “This is going to be the Survivors’ Resistance Committee.” They themselves clearly decided to 
leave behind the term victim.”24 

With regard to the impact of the armed conflict and what was achieved through the peace process, the 
stories in the book and in the accompanying guide demonstrate that at least a few indigenous people were 
able to become independent of the farms and win a little bit of freedom although the horrors of the armed 
conflict remain alive in their memory. 

4.2.3. Future Generations 

The initiative has the clear intent of transmitting what took place to the new and future generations 
through teaching the material in schools. The initiative is directed towards elementary school children in 
the fourth, fifth and sixth grades. As well as the activities that are carried out in class, the children have 
short assignments to do at home. Usually they are asked to ask their parents and grandparents how they 
lived during the armed conflict and if what is in their school text is really what happened. This allows the 
families to participate in the historical reconstruction and in the debate over the past as well as promoting 
inter-generational dialogue. 

The reactions of teachers, children and parents have been varied regarding the subject matter and the 
teaching methodology. While some teachers, children and parents are interested in the material, others 
feel that the document is biased and does not reflect the whole story. For example, when the teachers 
invite victims to share their testimony in the schools, some teachers, possibly family members of 
landowners, military commissioners or civil patrolmen have questioned the veracity of the testimony, 
asking the age of the people and their birthplace in order to ascertain whether they are really victims. 

One of the most delicate issues to address with the children is that of sexual violence against women during 
the conflict. According to Huet, it was difficult to find appropriate images to represent the problem in the 
teacher’s guide and many parents were opposed to dealing with this subject in school: 

When it was about the rapes, the men said “oh, I don’t want my children to dramatise that because they are 
going to learn ugly things, bad things, and I do not want that. But the women said “how can that be? That 
was our reality, that’s what we experienced, that has to be included”, and the men said, “I don’t want my 
children to participate in this.” One women said, “well, we have found a way to [. . .]” One of the women put 
on a soldier’s uniform and the problem was solved.  That is how they solved the problem.25  

In the trainings held with the teachers, the importance of dealing with this subject matter with the children 
was insisted upon, in order to teach them about the seriousness of sexual violence and so that the children 
come to consciousness about their own rights. It is important to mention that in Guatemala sexuality is 
little addressed and in general terms, the educational system is very conservative. 

On the other hand, it cannot be said with certainty at this time if the teachers are using the teacher’s guide 
or dealing with this subject matter with the children. This is in part because some teachers do not agree 
with the version of the story told by the guide while others do not feel they are sufficiently trained for 
dealing with a subject that can be controversial between the parents and the children. 

The Ministry of Education generally does very little supervision of the work of teachers; therefore it is not 
known how many teachers are using the guide or how they are using it. ADICI and CONRESQ have not been 

                                                             
24 Group discussion in Cobán.  
 
25 Ibid.  
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able to carry out systematic monitoring in the schools due to the lack of funding. So, often it is at the 
teacher’s discretion whether to teach this material in the schools. 

In order to broaden the teaching of this subject material with other groups of young people, ADICI spoke 
with authorities from the University of San Carlos in Guatemala in Cobán (CUNOR), who had verbally 
expressed interest in the proposal. However, they did not take any concrete action on the issue which 
could lead to the discussion of the issue and the texts with the university students in classes.  For Alfonso 
Huet, this is a reflection of the lack of interest of many social spheres in Guatemala to talk about the past 
and the persisting deep indifference to the victims.  

4.2.4. Conclusions 

The Q´eqchi´ people´s historical reconstruction initiative in Alta Verapaz has two important merits. In the 
first place, the initiative is based upon the testimonies and the experience of victims who survived the 
genocide. Through the initiative the local memory of the Q´eqchi´ people in Alta Verapaz is told; the history 
of oppression and resistance that the they have faced on the plantations, the repression suffered at the 
hands of the army and the destruction of the communities, the flight and the survival of the population in 
the mountains and the reestablishment of the communities following the signing of the peace accords. In 
the memorialisation process, witnesses see themselves as survivors in resistance, protagonists of history 
and not as naïve and passive victims of the past.  

Secondly, the initiative has merit for having clearly identified children and the future generations as its 
target group for activities geared towards learning about and reflecting upon the past. Without a doubt, 
teaching about the past in schools is strategic in order for the new generations to understand better the 
present and in order to be able to avoid the repeat of these events in the future. Within the process of 
teaching and learning about the past, children also gain consciousness about their identity, their rights, and 
the obligations of the government. The initiative promotes dialogue within the classroom and at home, 
stimulating the children to ask their parents and grandparents about how they lived during the armed 
conflict. 

However, the initiative faces two large limitations. First, because it only incorporates the survivor’s version 
of the repression, the victim’s perspective while leaving out the voice of the former civil patrolmen, the 
military commissioners and the Q´eqchi´ soldiers who often were forced to collaborate with the army and 
did so out of fear. It also does not include the version of the landowners and the soldiers of the period who 
carried out the acts. This has meant that some teachers and parents consider that the teacher’s guide used 
in the schools is biased and do not support it being used with the children.  

The second limitation is the lack of follow-up and monitoring of the teaching and learning process based 
upon the teacher’s guide in the schools. The system of supervision and monitoring by the Ministry of 
Education is deficient and the initiative promoters do not have the financing necessary to do follow-up with 
the teachers. The teaching of the subject matter and the use of the teacher’s guide has ended up being at 
the discretion of the individual teachers, who often do not have a sufficient grasp of the material, hold a 
personal position against the material, or do not have the pedagogical skills necessary to teach this material 
to the children. This puts at risk the sustainability of the initiative and its potential for enabling the future 
generations to understand the history of their communities. 

4.3. Case 3: The “Why Are We the Way We Are?” exhibit 

Why Are We the Way We Are? is the name of an interactive exhibit on inequality and racism throughout 
the history of Guatemala. The exhibit is permanent and free to the public. Located in the centre of 
Guatemala City, it is designed for children and young people but can be visited by the public at large. It 
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presents in a dynamic and participatory way how inequality and racism have been constructed in the 
different historical periods of the country. Touring the exhibit, visitors feel challenged on their identity, 
prejudices, stereo-types and discriminatory practices that characterise social relationships in present day 
Guatemala. 

The exhibit briefly outlines the violence of the armed conflict and the massacres committed by the 
government against the population and makes reference to the peace accords and to the end of the 
conflict. However, while the armed conflict is presented as a tragic episode in the recent history of 
Guatemala, it does not offer sufficient information or details as to the magnitude of the crimes, the 
responsibility of the government, causes or aftermath of the conflict. 

4.3.1. Stakeholders 

The exhibit arose as a project of the Mesoamerican Regional Research Centre CIRMA (CIRMA). Between 
1998 and 2001 CIRMA carried out a series of historical and anthropological studies on the construction of 
the nation-state by the Guatemalan political and economic elite on the back of a system of inequality and 
racism and how current ethnic, economic, political and social relationships are based upon those 
beginnings. The studies were directed by the historian Arturo Taracena and by the anthropologists Richard 
Adams and Santiago Bastos, with the support of an interdisciplinary team of researchers. 

As a result of these investigations, CIRMA published several studies on inter-ethnic relationships in 
Guatemala. In 2002 Arturo Taracena published the book Etnicidad, Estado y Nación en Guatemala 1808-
1944 (Ethnicity, State and Nation in Guatemala 1808-1944); and in 2003 Richard Adams and Santiago 
Bastos published Relaciones interétnicas en Guatemala 1944-2000 (Interethnic Relationships in Guatemala 
1944-2000), based upon 16 ethnographies that were conducted in different parts of the country; and in 
2006 Manuela Camus published The ideas behind ethnicity, a selection of texts on ethnicity for university 
students and those interested in the subject matter. 

Between 2004 and 2006 CIRMA led the national campaign: Why Are We the Way We Are? The campaign 
was created in order to open up the debate on the problem of racism and ethnocentrism in Guatemala. The 
campaign included the design and mounting of the interactive exhibit Why Are We the Way We Are? 
Created for young people and the public at large, it opened up an opportunity for dialogue with academics 
and leaders within the country. Training workshops were held for university and secondary level teachers 
and professors. The campaign was backed by more than 10 international donor agencies. 

The exhibit, “Why Are We the Way We Are?” was designed based on historical research and ethnographic 
studies with the goal that the findings would reach a broader public. International experts in art and 
museum curating helped design and set up the exhibit.  Initially the exhibit was itinerant and was presented 
in different places around the country. It is estimated that more than 100,000 people visited the exhibit 
during this period. 

Starting in 2009 the exhibit was installed permanently as a museum in the capital and currently is 
administrated by the International Institute of Learning for Social Reconciliation (from the Spanish IIARS). 
The exhibit offers guided tours to groups of students throughout the year and is also open to the public in 
general.  It is estimated that since being permanently installed in the capital, more than 40,000 people have 
visited, mostly primary, secondary and university students. 

4.3.2. Truth-telling 

The exhibit presents in a creative and participatory way the different historical moments and events that 
have established relationships of inequality and discrimination in the country. It explores the origins of the 
indigenous groups, the Spanish conquest, the colonial period, independence, the establishment of the 
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nation-state, the liberal period, the revolution of 1944, up to the armed conflict and the signing of the 
peace in 1996. It places emphasis on the land conflicts, forced labour, racism, inequality as well as the 
causes and consequences of the discrimination. 

All of the existing social groups in the country are represented: the descendants of the Europeans and 
Africans, the Ladinos or mestizos, the indigenous groups of Mayan origin, and the Xincas; the rich and the 
poor; men and women. Political and economic power is represented as the elites of the country, who 
historically have dominated the indigenous groups and the poor Ladinos. 

The exhibit does not present a conventional version of the history of the country, one where clearly a small 
group has violently oppressed the great majority, instead it presents a series of data, reflections, images 
and activities so that visitors may arrive at their own conclusions about the relationships of inequality and 
racism in Guatemala. 

The exhibit creatively connects the past to the present. Visitors learn about the construction of inequality 
and racism throughout the history of Guatemala and then they are posed questions about the practices of 
the present which illustrate how racism and discrimination operate. In this sense, the exhibit is provocative 
and promotes personal reflection and dialogue among the visitors. At some moments of the exhibit the 
guide serves as the facilitator of the dialogue. 

Upon entering, the visitor is faced with the statement from Article 4 of the Constitution "In Guatemala all 
human beings are free and equal in dignity and rights." Generally, the exhibit guides try to help visitors to 
think about whether this is true or not in Guatemala. 

The first area of the exhibit presents various life sized photographs of people from different ethnic groups, 
social classes and genders. Then, these and other people appear in videos where they share their story. The 
guides talk about the origin of people and the diversity of ethnic backgrounds that make up Guatemala. 
One can observe in the exhibit a list of surnames that have different origins (Ixhiles, Spanish, Japanese, 
German, Turkish, Uspantekos, etc.). 

One area of the exhibit that draws the attention of visitors is the segment on prejudice. Here the visitor has 
the opportunity to read concepts such as man, woman, indigenous people, etc. and below these are some 
prejudices that exist relating to these categories, for example: women = gossipy. The reflections then 
revolve around whether these concepts are true and generate discussion among visitors. 

This is how the exhibit approaches racism and discrimination, stating that "we are racist when we say that 
someone or some group of people is better or worse than us because their skin colour or customs are 
different." The guides place particular emphasis on the fact that these kinds of ideas have been used to 
justify the mistreatment of others. In the same way, the exhibit states that "we discriminate when we treat 
others badly for being different, due to the colour of their skin, for being a peasant, indigenous person, 
poor, gay or female, based upon a disability or upon political or religious differences." 

The exhibit is particularly emphatic when it states, "we have become used to seeing the inequalities we live 
with as normal. So, we do not see the consequences and the possibilities of overcoming them." The most 
striking feature of the exhibit is the interaction that the visitor can have with each of the components 
presented. Visitors can listen, or they can "put themselves in the place" of the other through different 
techniques. The idea of the exhibit is for people to touch, play, and identify with the material presented.  In 
order to achieve this, the resources vary depending on the area of the exhibit. In each case, however, the 
idea is to put people in touch with the way other cultures see and feel.  
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In relation to the armed conflict, the exhibit presents a series of images and texts that illustrate the 
suffering of the victims of the violence, and the dictatorial model is contrasted with the democratic one. 
The exhibit is careful to not present the armed conflict as an ethnic conflict. As the directors of the exhibit 
affirmed, the content on the armed conflict has been incorporated very carefully given that it is still a 
controversial topic in the country and the children do not identify fully with the issues: 

“We saw that it was necessary to open a specific section on the armed conflict and we talked a lot about 
how we did not want to present the armed conflict as an ethnic conflict, as it is sometimes portrayed in 
some discourse. To have done so would have been to present a biased vision which would not do justice to 
how things happened. The exhibit attempts to be mindful of a part of society that is in reaction to how we 
talk about the armed conflict.26  

We are not presenting personal positions; resistance is another new ideology that attempts to put forth a 
dominant view. The historical memory that you are talking about and which is being presented to you and 
which you are seeing, is nothing more than another attempt to create a dominant version of memory. The 
problem with memory is that there are many different ones, some are going to be dominant but the others 
will still continue to exist. How are we going to work with this plurality of memories? That is one of the 
dilemmas of the exhibit.”27  

These interviews reflect how the memory of the armed conflict and its representation, continues to be 
cause for debate in Guatemala.  Nevertheless, although the exhibit does not delve deeply into the armed 
conflict, it is important that little by little the subject has been incorporated into the exhibit and that 
reflection and dialogue be stimulated with the visitors on the question of historical memory and its multiple 
versions. 

4.3.3. Future Generations 

The target groups of the exhibit are children and youth from the capital and nearby departments. The vast 
majority of visitors are ladino students. The goal is to educate and stimulate the new generations to think 
about very important subject in the history of the country that presents itself in day-to-day relationships: 
inequality, prejudice and racism. In this sense, the exhibit represents a new approach and achieves its goal 
because it engages the interest of a majority of children and youth who come to see it. The exhibit uses a 
wide range of photographs, texts, videos, audios, interactive games and group activities which are 
attractive to children and young people, all on complex topics about which little is said in Guatemala. 

The exhibit is a very useful educational resource for teachers and professors of courses in citizen education, 
social studies, sociology, history and other related subjects because it motivates students to learn, think 
and form opinions about topics difficult to deal with in the classroom. Many teachers also learn from the 
exhibit’s content and the methodology used by the guides to facilitate dialogue. 

One indication of the success of the exhibit is the reaction that it provokes in visitors. While the majority of 
museums in Guatemala are conventional and do not stimulate participation and dialogue, the exhibit is 
disturbing enough to participants that it makes them question their own position on inequality and racism. 
This is reflected in the book of comments at the end of the exhibit. Some of the commentaries that appear 
in the book are included below: 

"My last name is of Indian origin and my son is white despite the fact that my wife and I are light brown. 
One day when we brought him to the doctor he asked my wife why we hadn’t given him only her surname 

                                                             
26 Interview with Vivian Salazar, exhibit staff member. Guatemala, 2011. 
27 Interview with Luis Pedro Taracera, Guatemala, 2011. 
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because the other surname didn’t fit him. Sometimes I hear my last name used to refer to Indians “you are 
Xutuc” it doesn’t affect me but in my analysis, we still live with racism.” 

"Why does beautiful have to be white? I am brown skinned and my husband too, but we have a baby that 
looks like milk, and always when people see him they say so beautiful and so white, he does not appear to 
be your son, he looks like the son of Germans. And I think to myself ‘…and not of a poor Guatemalan’.” 

"I was a salesperson in a store and my co-workers didn’t wait on the indigenous people the same way. I, on 
the other hand, was happy to wait on them.  I became the salesperson with the highest commissions 
because they recommended me to other potential customers.” 

"I remembered during the time of the guerrillas they would force the youth to do military service and once 
they said the commissioners are coming and several strong men arrived by truck and my uncle was dragged 
out from under the bed and taken away to do military service.” 

Not all the reactions are positive, some young people have responded with indifference to the exhibit. This 
attitude may be attributable to the period of adolescence and its characteristic apathy, or simply that some 
project the ideological position that they have learned from their parents and the environment in which 
they have grown up, wherein rigid racial, class and gender relationships exist. They do not feel the need to 
propose a change of vision nor practice in their relationship with the “other.” 

At the end of the exhibit an opportunity is offered for the youth to share their feelings and thoughts in 
reaction to the exhibit. For purposes of this study, a group of students was accompanied during the exhibit, 
who at the end expressed that they “felt sad given the treatment of the indigenous people.” They also 
expressed that the violence of the present can be associated with discrimination because “doors are not 
open for all in the same way,” equal work is not offered to all and people have to find other ways of earning 
a living.   

4.3.4. Conclusions 

This exhibit represents something new in Guatemala. It is based upon an exhaustive historical and 
anthropological research and aims to address central themes in power relations in Guatemala: inequality 
and racism. It presents a historical review that allows one to understand the construction of inequality and 
racism as a tool of domination and oppression in order to benefit the country’s small economic and political 
elite. It avails itself of a series of artistic and curator resources in order to engage the interest of the visitors 
and to provoke them into questioning their own position on inequality and racism. 

The exhibit presents the armed conflict as a tragic episode which is part of the larger historical framework 
of oppression and racism of the country. Unfortunately, it does not offer enough information about the 
armed conflict to allow visitors to understand that the impunity for these crimes even today is evidence of 
the persistence of racism and inequality.  

One of the successes of the exhibit is that it is directed at ladino children and young people from the 
capital, who generally do not have access to appropriate opportunities to learn, reflect and engage in 
dialogue about issues such as racism, prejudice and inequality. Through its participatory approach, the 
exhibit is able to engage children and youth as well as their teachers. However, little is known about the 
follow-up that the teachers provide to these discussions in the classroom, when everything returns to 
“normal.”  
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4.4. Case 4: Tribute to the lives of Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz 

This initiative was developed by the Guatemalan government in March 2011 to honour the memory of two 
young Guatemalan ladino revolutionaries, Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz, who were assassinated by state 
security forces in March 1967, together with 13 rural people in Gualán, Zacapa. All were caught in an 
ambush in the village of Los Achiotes and taken to a military zone in the area, where they were tortured, 
shot and burned, for being accused as guerrillas. 

The tribute formed part of the activities undertaken by the government of Alvaro Colom during 2011, 
declared the Year for the Institutionalisation of Historic Memory. Within this context, the government 
carried out a number of public commemorative activities designed to ask for forgiveness from the families 
of revolutionary leaders and victims of state repression, arts competitions were organised as well as videos 
and publication all aiming to recovery the individual histories of victims of the armed conflict. 

The declaration of the Year for the Institutionalisation of Historic Memory on the part of the government 
was a significant step in the process of historical memorialisation in Guatemala. No previous government 
had given so much attention to the preservation of historical memory; on the contrary, there had been a 
policy of silence with relation to the past. 

4.4.1. Stakeholders 

The commemoration was promoted by the Peace Secretariat (SEPAZ), the Presidential Human Rights 
Commission (COPREDEH), the National Reparations Program (PNR) and the Peace Archives with the 
approval of the families of Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz. The goal was to acknowledge the two young 
revolutionaries, victims of intolerance and repression, to accept the responsibility of the government in the 
crimes and to ask for pardon from the families of the victims. 

In a public event, in the presidential palace, President Alvaro Colom acknowledged the responsibility of the 
government in these crimes and officially asked for the families’ forgiveness. In his speech, President Colom 
referred various times to Otto René Castillo’s body of poetic work, particularly to his most popular poem, 
Vamos Patria a Caminar (Let’s go walking, Homeland) which exalts the sacrifice made by the oppressed in 
the building of a new homeland.  President Colom said: 

“As Chief of State, as Commander of the army, as President, I offer a thousand apologies to the families of 
Otto René and Nora, and I do so sincerely, because I believe that these kinds of events can ameliorate in 
some small way the historical pain that you have suffered for so long.” 

As part of the memorialisation event, banners were hung from Guatemala’s Central Plaza with the 
photographs of the victims and excerpts from the poems of Otto René Castillo; a video was made telling the 
history of Otto René Castillo by way of personal stories by people who knew him in the different areas of 
his life, a street in the city of Quetzaltenango was renamed Otto René Castillo; and a declamation contest 
was organised in the Municipal Theatre of Quetzaltenango.  

Through these acts of commemoration the government has also wanted to break with the stigma that 
exists in Guatemala against the victims of the armed conflict and former members of revolutionary 
movements. These victims are often times criminalised for having been critical of the government or for 
having participated in the guerrilla movement.  As Ruth del Valle, Director of the Presidential Human Rights 
Commission explains: 
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“…the idea is to recognise that the State committed these acts and that these people, first, didn’t deserve it, 
and second, were not delinquents. And I think this helps, because it also returns to the family the respect of 
their own community, right? Erasing the stigma, we could say, of the victims.”28 

Del Valle clarifies that the intention was to highlight the image of two young ladinos who participated in the 
revolutionary movement during the 1970s, given that in the capital little is known about the armed 
struggle. In her opinion, the tribute was also important in so far as it allowed the new generations to learn 
about what took place during the conflict. 

Nevertheless, some social groups perceive a political intention behind the government’s declaration of the 
Year for the Institutionalization of Historic Memory and the commemorations held within its context. Given 
that 2011 was an election year the perception was that the government wanted to remind the population 
of the crimes committed by the army in the past in order to discredit its adversary, the ex-military officer, 
Otto Perez Molina of the Patriotic Party, who competed for and won the presidential elections in 
November 2011. This perception was expressed by a group of students from the University of San Carlos, 
during one of the focal groups: 

“Given that this year is a political campaign year (2011), and initially Colom’s government was branded 
centre-left (something that is not true) I feel that to gain followers, they are making a call to groups from 
the left that could vote for him. In addition to this, it’s like a reminder of what the Patriotic Party did, which 
is a military party, and so it’s like taking points away from the Patriotic Party, like saying, remember that 
they caused so much war, so many massacres, and that ... it has a lot to do with the people’s sub-conscience 
and taking away votes from the Patriotic Party.”29 

The Patriotic Party and the army never made public statements regarding the tribute, nor about the 
government’s activities relating to the past. Nevertheless, during the electoral campaign, Otto Pérez was 
repeatedly questioned by the press for his military past and for his participation in massacres of the civilian 
indigenous population in the 1980s. Pérez has always denied participation in these acts and has argued that 
the army fulfilled its mission to combat the guerrillas who manipulated the population. He denies that 
genocide was committed against the Mayan people. 

It is important to mention that President Colom has always showed sympathy for the tragic events of the 
armed conflict and it has been noted that his family suffered effects of the repression. In 1979 the military 
assassinated his uncle, Manuel Colom Argueta who was mayor of Guatemala City, and a much respected 
man in the country. Under Colom´s leadership, within the Peace Secretariat and other state institutions, 
there were other public officials who also suffered the effects of the repression generated by the armed 
conflict and whom had worked for various years in human rights organisations. 

4.4.2. Truth-telling 

In this tribute the two young revolutionaries are portrayed as free thinkers and victims of state repression 
and intolerance. Within the commemoration narrative it was emphasized that both young people 
participated in the beginnings of the revolutionary movement during the 1970s and that they died for 
thinking differently. The literary legacy of Otto René Castillo was also praised. 

Otto René Castillo was a poet, a native of Quetzaltenango and his work is widely recognised within 
Guatemalan literary circles. During his youth, he participated in student organisations and was active in the 
Guatemalan Workers’ Party (PGT). At eighteen, he went into exile in El Salvador because of his opposition 

                                                             
28 Interview with Ruth del Valle, COPREDEH, 2011. 
29 Focus Group No. 3 USAC. 
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to the coup against Jacobo Árbenz in 1952. There, his poetry became known among the Salvadoran cultural 
circles (Dalton, 1979). 

He returned to Guatemala in 1957 and entered San Carlos University as a law student. He won a 
scholarship to study in the former German Democratic Republic. In 1959, he began his studies in Leipzig, 
however, he dropped out three years later to join the Joris Ivens Brigade, a group of filmmakers.  

He returned to Guatemala in 1964, where he participated in different cultural activities and supported the 
revolutionary movement of the period. In 1965, he was arrested and exiled, but the revolutionary 
organisations named him Guatemalan representative to the Organising Committee for the World Youth 
Festival in Algiers. He remained for some months in Cuba and then returned clandestinely to Guatemala to 
join definitely with the guerrillas of the FAR until he was captured and assassinated in 1967. 

Nora Paiz was a young revolutionary born in Jalapa in 1944. She studied at the Central American National 
Institute (INCA) in the capital where she participated in various social struggles against the government of 
Ydigoras Fuentes. Later, she received a scholarship to medical school in Moscow, Russia where she studied 
for two years. When she returned to Guatemala she joined the guerrilla where she met Otto René Castillo. 
Her mother has said that while denouncing the disappearance of her daughter and searching for her, she 
found hair and fractured and burned bone in the place where it is thought Nora died. 

There is a version of the death of Otto René Castillo, which has been transmitted orally among leftist 
sympathizers. In this version, his torturers were reading parts of his poem “Vámonos patria a caminar” 
while they tortured him. The journalist Carolina Escobar describes it this way: 

His feet and hands were tied, and he was being cut with a razor in his eyes, his mouth, his cheeks, his arms 
and his throat. All the while his torturer cynically parodied his words: ‘I will become blind, so that you might 
have eyes.’ (cut), ‘I will have no voice, so that you might sing’ (cut), ‘I must die, so that you will not die.’ (one 
more cut), ‘I must die so that you will not die, so your face will emerge flying towards the horizon of every 
flower that is born from my bones’ (What homeland emerged from the body of the poet in flames?)30 

The story is narrated in such a way as to construct an idea of the past in which Otto René Castillo dies in 
accordance with his ideals and of his literary work. The death of the poet is remembered as a tragic event 
which he had foreseen in his poetry.    

The tribute to Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz as members of the revolutionary movement and victims of 
the repression creates a tension with the official version that the State had maintained previously on the 
armed conflict. For many years the government had maintained that the revolutionary groups were illegal 
and that the army and the security forces had fulfilled their mission to persecute and to combat them. 

However, despite breaking with the official narrative of the armed conflict, the army and conservative 
groups in the country did not speak publically about the recognition organised by President Colom. Possibly 
because they were symbolic acts that did not represent a real threat for the perpetrators, as the group of 
students from the University of San Carlos pointed out: 

“In the moment that the President, once again says, well, we want to make historical memory known, in 
response to that the thirteen families say (the country’s economic elite), ‘Fine, you do your commemoration 
of historical memory, but remember that here, we have the power.’ It’s like running circles around him ... 
‘you do your historical memory thing, but remember that I can do whatever I want with the indigenous 

                                                             
30 Taken from the Guatemalan newspaper, Prensa Libre, online edition, April 27, 2011. 
http://www.prensalibre.com/opinion/Vamonos-Patria-caminar_0_442755799.html 
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people and there, you can’t say anything to me because I have the power to remove you or leave you there,’ 
and so I feel like it’s more of a political game that’s played there.”31   

On the other hand, groups on the left criticised the tribute because the figure of Otto René Castillo and his 
literary body of work are highlighted while the image of Nora Paiz and the rural people who died with them 
are relegated to the background. In fact, during the commemoration not even the names of the people 
who died with them were mentioned and their families were not invited to participate. According to the 
government, an attempt was made to contact the families of the rural people but they were not able to do 
so given that the events occurred more than 40 years ago. 

In the banners that were hung in the Central Park, only the images of Otto René and Nora Paiz appear, with 
extracts of his poetry, but no explanation is given of who they were, why they died or how they died. Many 
people who saw the banners did not understand what they were about because the necessary information 
was not provided. 

“ It’s important to include the conditions in which they died, not just the text. To just put a poem there, well, 
it’s like, yeah, he was (just) a poet …But a part of historical memory is just that, knowing what historically 
happened, how it happened, in what year, in what context, that is part of the memory, so that you 
remember.32 

(The banners) show a part of the historical memory ... but they don’t give you a trial in which they say, well, 
these and these are the guilty parties. They don’t tell you who did it. They’re never going to tell you, but in 
the end it will be like part of the memory, but only a part.”33 

Another criticism made by groups on the left is that the tribute does not sufficiently draw attention to the 
cause of the revolutionary struggle, that is, the motives that inspired the participation of Otto René and 
Nora in the revolutionary movement:  inequality, social injustice, the closing off of opportunities for 
political participation, and racism. They consider that this emphasis is important to demonstrating the just 
demands of the revolutionary movement and to provoke reflection on the issues that gave rise to the 
movement and which continue to be present in the reality of the country. 

For example, ironically, while President Colom was holding the commemoration, outside the National 
Palace of Culture a group of rural people protested for the land evictions occurred a few days earlier in 
Panzós, Alta Verapaz during which one person was killed. A certain degree of discomfort was observed in 
the government representatives because the protest interrupted the activity. The protesters were able to 
gain access to the event in order to demand that President Colom stop the evictions, however, they were 
ignored. 

For some of those present at the tribute, this is a contradiction because on the one hand, the government 
promotes the memory of two revolutionaries who fought for social justice in the past while on the other it 
rejects the land demands of present day rural people. 

Families of the victims took advantage of the commemoration event to demand justice. Patrice Castillo, son 
of Otto René Castillo, indicated that the request for pardon would be complete when the State discloses 
where the remains of his father are and who was responsible for his torture and execution. This clearly 
expressed the need for truth and justice that the families of victims continue to feel is a fundamental part 

                                                             
31 Focus group, USAC, 2011. 
32 Focus Group USAC, 2011. 
33 Ibid.  
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of the memorialisation process. Up until now, there has been no investigation or criminal proceeding 
underway to solve the crimes against either Otto René Castillo or Nora Paiz.   

4.4.3. Future Generations 

According to the organisers of the commemoration, the initiative was geared mainly towards the families of 
Otto René and Nora Paiz and the general public of Guatemala City and Quetzaltenango.  In general terms, 
the events had little impact upon the public given that the government was not able to communicate 
effectively the motives and the circumstances of the deaths of the victims. Nor did it generate public 
debate given the fact that the news media gave very little coverage to the event and because of the 
continued silence of the army and conservative groups within the country. 

Nonetheless, in some literary circles, among the left and youth organisations, the tribute was discussed and 
the poetry of Otto René Castillo was highlighted. In the focus group at the University of San Carlos, the 
students expressed their agreement with this type of initiative to preserve historic memory. Although they 
question the fact that only middle class ladino revolutionaries have been memorialised and that other poor 
victims or indigenous leaders have not been acknowledged. 

“Once again, they highlight  the martyrs that were part of the bourgeoisie, Otto René Castillo, Oliverio 
Castañeda de León, Rogelia Cruz, but you will never see tribute paid to, for example, those that were killed 
during the evictions in Polochic… It’s like they want to give you a little bit of historical memory, but not all of 
it, just small doses.34 

It is not the same, for example, it’s hard for me to admit it, but it is not the same that a seventh-semester 
anthropology student is killed, as a kid that lives in Amparo or the Belize Bridge ... because he’s tattooed. I 
mean it’s like a insignificant person, someone who can be thrown out, so there is no reason to get 
concerned about it.  So these kinds of things are those that unleash cycles of violence and resentment and 
other things, from my point of view, but the icons always or many times, represent the elite.”35 

The young people also criticised the fact that the initiative remains trapped in the past and does not 
promote reflection on the present. The tribute did not link the country’s past to the present. 

“Apparently, a generation of guerrilla fighters or people that fought against a certain reality should be 
acknowledged. But those that are doing so now, who see other ideas and that are against this government, 
are seen as people that are resentful and who disagree with order and progress.”36 

The debate and the reflections made by this focus group demonstrate the potential of memorialisation 
initiatives to permit young people to learn about the past and to critically reflect upon it.  This type of 
debate can give rise to other initiatives to promote justice, reparation and other measures to ensure that 
these events are not repeated. 

Within the context of the Year for the Institutionalization of Historic Memory, film presentations were held 
related to the internal armed conflict and to other armed conflicts around the world. Many young people 
took part in these presentations, showing much interest in the subject matter. 

4.4.4. Conclusions 

The declaration of 2011 as the Year for the Institutionalization of Historic Memory and the tribute organised 
for revolutionary heroes such as Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz, are significant steps forward in terms of 

                                                             
34 Focus group USAC, 2011. 

35 Ibid. 

36 Focus group No. 3, USAC. 
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the Guatemalan memorialisation process given that no prior government had promoted with as much 
interest and knowledge, recognition of the past. Nevertheless, these acts are perceived as gestures of good 
intention by President Colom towards the victims of the armed conflict but they fail to demonstrate a 
commitment by the Guatemalan State to clarify the events that occurred, promote justice and ensure that 
this does not happen again. 

There is a great degree of concern by victims of the conflict and social movement organisations, that the 
new government of General Otto Pérez Molina will promote a policy of silence and forgetting about the 
armed conflict, in order to not damage the image of the army. This would represent a major setback in 
terms of historical memory and the rights of the victims to truth, justice and reparations. 

With the tribute to Otto René Castillo and Nora Paiz, President Colom’s government partially broke with the 
official version of the history of the armed conflict, given the acknowledgement that members of the 
revolutionary movement were persecuted and unjustly assassinated due to the intolerance and repression 
perpetrated by the State. Nevertheless, the tribute did not trigger the interest of the citizenry nor did it 
spark public debate on this new version. The army and conservative groups did not make public statements 
on the issue, possibly because they were symbolic actions and did not accuse individuals of the crimes. 

The initiative was effective in promoting the literary body of work of Otto René Castillo, but an image of 
Nora Paíz and of the 13 rural people who also died was not effectively communicated. The tribute was not 
able to draw attention to the motives for their struggle, the circumstances in which they died or the role of 
elites and of State repression during the period. Nor was a search for the bodies of the victims undertaken 
nor was justice sought. All said, a deeper reflection and debate on the significance of the tribute was not 
permitted.           

The initiative engaged the interest of some young people from Guatemala City and Quetzaltenango, mainly 
university students who identified with the left or with the poetry of Otto René Castillo. The youth consider 
this type of commemoration positive because it allows them to learn about and to reflect upon the past, 
but they are very critical of the figures chosen to represent the past, of the impunity of the crimes, of the 
lack of information on the causes of the conflict and of the few opportunities for reflection on the events of 
the past and about the present. 
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5. Concluding Observations 
Guatemala resists forgetting the past.  In the last 25 years the victims groups and civil society organisations 
have promoted various memory initiatives in an attempt to ensure that the tragic events occurred during 
the armed conflict are not repeated. Outstanding initiatives have been undertaken, among them 
publications documenting the suffering of the victims, the recovery and preservation of archives, 
commemorative events documenting the memory of the victims, monuments, plaques, documentary films 
and photography exhibits. Many of these initiatives have been undertaken with support from the 
international community. 

The memorialisation initiatives have fulfilled a number of objectives: they have served to document and to 
denounce the atrocities committed, to dignify and honour the victims, to recover the histories of heroism 
and resistance of the survivors, to promote community organisation and the rebuilding of the social fabric 
as well as to inform and to educate the new generations. In some cases, the initiatives have also served to 
demand justice and reparation. 

The memorialisation process has taken place within an adverse environment. Politically and economically 
powerful groups have continuously manifested their opposition to remembering the past and have insisted 
that the country ought to focus upon resolving the problems of the present. The governments who came 
into power after the signing of the peace accords have promoted some commemorative activities and have 
supported the creation of monuments, but in general terms, they have maintained a policy of silence with 
respect to the past. Meanwhile, the majority of the population appears to be indifferent to the issues of the 
armed conflict because little is known about what occurred and because the present state of poverty and 
fear in reaction to high crime rates have proven overwhelming. 

The case studies of memorialisation examined here provide important lessons regarding the dilemmas and 
issues raised by the study itself: a) how the initiatives represent the actors involved in the conflict: victims, 
survivors and perpetrators; n) what narratives and truths arise from the initiatives and how they relate to 
other versions of the events; and c) how youth participate in the initiative and how history is transmitted to 
future generations. 

First of all, the initiatives reveal an evolution in the conceptualization of victim and the participation by the 
victims in history, particularly of indigenous victims. In the first memorialisation initiatives carried out 
during the 1980s and 1990s, victims were represented as weak, naïve and deceived by the guerrillas or by 
the army; while the initiatives of recent years have highlighted the resistance and the valour of the victims 
and of survivors in the face of repression. In both the Ixhil and Q’qechi’ Memory initiatives, the surviving 
communities demand that their participation in history be recognised. They consider themselves actors, 
conscious of their own oppression, who understood what was taking place and who, while not as 
combatants, nonetheless resisted against the repression and intolerance of the State.  

Within the indigenous communities the process of memorialisation has contributed to the reconstruction 
of the local history through the individual and the collective accounts by victims and by means of dialogue 
and consensus. The memorialisation processes have become safe spaces for the victims to share their 
suffering and to break their silence. However, other local actors involved in the conflict, such as those 
commissioned by the military, civil patrolmen, indigenous soldiers and the victims of the guerrilla attacks 
have not participated within these processes. This is in part due to the fear that the victims continue to 
feel, the social divisions that persist in the communities and because the other actors show little interest in 
participating in the reconstruction of the past. 
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Secondly, with respect to the narratives that have been derived from the initiatives, the memorialisation 
projects have promoted a broad and dynamic interpretation of history not limited to the period of the 
armed conflict. Through the Ixhil and Q’eqchi’ initiatives, for example, the history of the communities has 
been reconstructed,  and the land disputes before the armed conflict and the problems of the present are 
examined in the light of the events of the past. The “Why Are We the Way We Are?” exhibit offers a 
historic review of how inequality and racism have been constructed and maintained within the country 
including the period of the armed conflict. 

The reconstruction of memory plays a role in reparations for the victims but also turns into an educational 
instrument for the communities to understand better their present within the context of the past. In the 
Ixhil initiative for example, the memorialisation process has also helped survivors become empowered with 
regard to their past, their rights and in the clarification of their demands of the State.  

The accounts reveal the atrocities perpetrated by the army against the civilian non-combatant population.  
The army committed acts of genocide against the indigenous people, perpetrated massacres, extra-judicial 
executions, forced disappearances, torture and rape of women, burned houses, property and crops of the 
population, provoking a massive displacement of people. The accounts also recover the heroic history of 
those who were able to escape and resist the army repression and survive in the communities and in the 
mountains. 

The accounts reveal the complicity with the army of the economic elite, the landowners and those 
commissioned by the military in repressing the civilian population. The fact that the civil self-defence 
patrolmen were forced by the army to fulfil surveillance duties is acknowledged as well as the idea that 
they cannot be fully be considered perpetrators in the same way as the military. Nevertheless, the versions 
of these actors are not included nor their explanations of why they participated in these acts.  

In response to these versions, the military and conservative power groups deny that they have committed 
genocide and question the conclusions and the methodology of the Guatemala Nunca Más and Guatemala 
Memoria del Silencio reports as well as the versions of the victims and human rights organisations. They 
consider that their opinion has not been included in these reports. For this reason a number of publications 
by ex-military people and academics have appeared in recent years, presenting their version of the events. 

Thirdly, regarding the future generations, the initiatives promote the participation and education of young 
people so that they may understand and own the past. To do so, a variety of methods are employed: such 
as the participation of youth in historical reconstruction meetings to allow them to listen to the testimonies 
of the survivors; the use of different educational materials to stimulate discussion both in school and at 
home; interactive exhibits, murals, videos and photographic and artistic presentations. 

The Q’eqchi’ Initiative and Why Are We the Way We Are? exhibit are two creative examples of how to 
involve the new generations with historic issues. The initiatives have found ways of giving memory a 
dynamic and practical character through the use of pedagogical and museum resources to stimulate young 
people to learn about their past and to engage in dialogue about the relationship between past events and 
present day problems. 

In terms of the role of the State in the memorialisation process, the commemorative activities where 
families of victims have been asked for forgiveness and in which the State has accepted responsibility for 
the crimes, have been significant. These events have increased during President Alvaro Colom’s 
government which has shown greater sensitivity in terms of the promotion of historic memorialisation. 
However, the victims and civil society organisations feel that the State’s memorialisation activities are still 
too few given the dimension of the crimes committed and that they have been limited to symbolic activities 
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which fail to promote justice or reparation measures. Furthermore, the State has maintained a static 
interpretation of historical memory reduced to the memories themselves without linking the events of the 
past to the problems and injustices of the present, contrary to the dynamic interpretation of historical 
memory of the civil society initiatives. 

Finally, in relation to the central research question, it can be affirmed that the memorialisation initiatives 
have played a positive role in breaking the silence and in the fight against impunity for the crimes of the 
past.  It is no accident that the CEH report is entitled Guatemala Memoria del Silencio given that historically 
the groups in power, responsible for the crimes of the past, have imposed silence upon the population by 
means of fear and exclusion, reducing the available spaces for political and social participation by 
indigenous peoples. Given this, the memorialisation initiatives created by the Ixhil and Q’eqchi’ 
communities and by other groups of victims are particularly relevant, because they provide a voice to these 
communities and challenge the denial and forgetting promoted by groups in power.  

Memorialisation initiatives have, nevertheless, continued to have little impact on public policies and upon 
the social imaginary. The initiatives have contributed to the achievement of some advances in terms of 
reparations for the victims and in the introduction of some material on the armed conflict within the 
country’s educational system. Nevertheless, the great majority of the population continues to be unaware 
of the tragic events of the armed conflict and to show little sensitivity to or solidarity with the victims. The 
State has done little to inform the population fairly, precisely and with sensitivity and to prevent these 
events from happening again. 

Likewise, in the area of justice, neither civil society nor governmental memorialisation initiatives have had 
much impact. The State has recognised its institutional responsibility for the crimes but it has not taken 
steps to individualize the names of those responsible nor has it brought criminal charges against them. 
Nevertheless, in 2011 some emblematic trials were begun, which have tremendous relevance for the 
country, among them the genocide case against members of the army high command for crimes committed 
in 1982 and 1983. This criminal proceeding began in the midst of social controversy but represents a great 
hope for the Guatemalan system of justice and for the indigenous communities’ victim of genocide. 
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6. Recommendations 
It is important to continue promoting and supporting memorialisation initiatives by victims on the local 
community and national levels. The initiatives must promote trust and security for the victims to share their 
sufferings and should motivate their participation and organisation for the promotion of truth, reparation 
and the search for justice. In this sense it is necessary for international funding agencies to continue 
supporting these efforts and that the Guatemalan State and society commit to backing the memorialisation 
initiatives, principally in the indigenous communities and in the poor rural areas. 

It is important for the news media and academic centres to promote serious and responsible public debate 
on the armed conflict and the genocide, given the reopening of the topic within the country due to the 
trials against members of the military initiated in 2011. This debate ought to be held with honesty, 
objectivity and respect for the victims. It is necessary to include in this debate testimonies of other actors 
who have remained quiet up until now: such as military commissioners, ex-civil patrolmen, indigenous 
soldiers and victims of crimes committed by the guerrillas. Hearing the distinct narratives and versions of 
the events will contribute to a better understanding and preservation of historical memory. 

It is recommended that the Ministry of Education develop appropriate methods for teaching children and 
young people in the schools about the events which occurred during the armed conflict. These methods 
ought to stimulate dialogue and critical thinking on the part of students and teachers and ought to promote 
a dynamic interpretation of history where the past is tied to the present. The Ministry of Education should 
develop the content and the methods on the armed conflict with the support of the victims and human 
rights organisations. 

The State should move forward on the creation of the museum on the armed conflict announced by the 
government of President Alvaro Colom. The museum ought to portray with honesty and sensitivity the 
tragic events which occurred during the armed conflict, as well as the causes of the conflict and the 
consequences for Guatemalan society. It is recommended that the museum be interactive and that victims 
and human rights organisation participate in the design, as well as national and international experts in art 
and museum curating. The Why Are We the Way We Are? exhibit is a good example of the contribution 
interactive museums can make to stimulate the new generations to understand the past. 

The State should emphasise the promotion of comprehensive and consistent public policies on transitional 
justice in such a way that the memorialisation initiatives contribute to the knowledge and recognition of 
truth, promote measures for integral reparations and aid in bringing those responsible for crimes to justice. 
In this sense, it is important  that the Peace Secretariat, the National Reparations Program, the Presidential 
Commission on Human Rights and the rest of the State institutions, provide follow-up to the 
memorialisation and reparation programs begun by prior governments, improve inter-institutional 
coordination and coordinate with victims and human rights organisations on the local and national levels. 

The State must provide the necessary trust and guarantee the security of victims and civil society 
organisations to develop memorialisation initiatives. Likewise, it must promote respect among the distinct 
versions of history. It is important that the State support local and national efforts in order for the 
population and future generations to know the truth of what occurred as a fundamental measure to ensure 
that these events are not repeated. 
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Appendix:  Images of the case studies 
Image 1 

Debate about memory 
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Image 2 

Otto René Castillo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 3 

Nora Paiz 
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Image 4 

Methodological guide 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 5 

Text book Nos salvó la sagrada Selva 
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Image 6 

Situation before the conflict 
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Image 9 

The massacres and the flight 
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Image 10 

Surviving in the mountains 
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Image 11 

Return from the mountains 
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Image 12 

The Reconstruction 
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Image 13 

Exhibiton: Why are we the way we are? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Imagen 14 

Exhibit: Why are we the way we are? 
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