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To those who helped victims with resistance, 
compassion and solidarity, transcending death.
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xi

Persons and organized groups who helped and rescued targeted victims dur-
ing the Cold War in Latin America are rarely remembered publicly. From a 
genocide and human rights scholarship perspective, this silence is surprising, 
especially given the large-scale killings, disappearances, acts of torture and 
sexual assaults perpetrated by rightwing armed forces in Argentina, Chile, 
Colombia, Guatemala and México—the case studies included in this volume. 
A valuable exception is Jessica Casiro’s essay, included in this book, arguing 
that the Argentine case suggests that social networks can be more important 
in explaining rescue than personal attributes and values.

Drawing from genocide and human rights literature, this introduction seeks 
to lay out the theoretical challenges and the historical background we need to 
consider when reckoning with this issue. While some authors in this volume 
have sought to deconstruct and reconstruct the term “rescuer,” we believe that 
it is important to consider the Holocaust literature that analyzes this concept 
because we aim at emphasizing common acts of humanity. Thus, without 
losing sight of the specificities of the Latin American experience, our goal 
is to redefine and adjust the concept of rescuers by situating it in the broader 
historical, socioeconomic and political postcolonial context of the region and 
to integrate this experience into the larger scholarship of collective memory, 
human rights and genocide. To this end, this book extends in scope and 
expands in breadth the relationship between memory and human rights in a 
region of the world that has contributed so much to our understanding and 
practice of both.

Remembering the Rescuers seeks to broaden the dominant discussion of 
the rescuers by answering these questions: What, if any, are the similarities 
between the political, social or cultural groups to which the rescuers belong? 

Introduction

Why Remember the Rescuers 
in Latin America?

Marcia Esparza and Zachary Mckiernan
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xii Introduction

What rescue practices successfully helped Indigenous peoples, and who 
risked their lives to help them? How can rescuers be defined in the Cold War 
context of “internal enemy” doctrines? Who, in fact, are these people and 
groups who did the rescuing? Ultimately, our book contends that unless an 
account of the courageous rescue actions in the region is integrated into the 
global study of state violence, human rights, genocide, collective memory and 
shared silence, the study of rescuers will remain incomplete. By integrating 
the role of the Latin American rescuer within the global study of rescuers, 
this volume not only fills a gap, but contributes to scholarly approaches that 
examine historical memory and human rights more broadly.

ResCue WitHin GenoCide studies

As the authors suggest here, current genocide studies have notable blind spots 
that have kept Latin American rescuers in the dark.1 Most studies concentrate 
on the Holocaust, overlooking the experience in Latin America. Emphasiz-
ing the lack of studies on rescuers and acts of rescues, Ron Dudai (2012) 
underscores the largely ignored significance of commemorating rescuers of 
mass atrocities in the aftermath of genocides and its potential contribution 
to post-conflict reconstruction and the field of transitional justice. Dudai’s 
research illustrates the “symbolic value” of rescue, examines reasons why it 
has largely been ignored, and discusses initiatives that commemorate rescuers 
of the Holocaust, and the Rwandan and Yugoslavian genocides. In Resisting 
Genocide (2011), Jacques Sémelin et al. investigate acts of organizations 
rather than individuals, emphasizing that organized networks’ actions, letter-
writing and lobbying lessened the persecution of the Jewish population in 
France, Christians in Armenia and Tutsi in Rwanda, conspicuously excluding 
the Latin American experience. Semelin notes that a heroic representation 
of the rescuer, which implies an actor struggling against a totally hostile 
environment, does not really “stand up to socio-historical analysis,” and 
advocates that for an in-depth understanding of “the act of rescue, the context 
of the act must be taken into account as well as the history of the context.”2 
Keeping the need to historicize the rescue and the remembrance in mind, the 
approach used here emphasizes the rescue itself, performed in an extreme 
crisis situation.”3 Similarly examining the social history of those involved, the 
pioneering work of Nechama Tec explores the social class, political beliefs, 
and the prospects of monetary rewards, among other factors, that accounted 
for the actions of “righteous peoples” rescuing Jews in Europe. Though first 
she focused on psychological profile of rescuers of Jews, she later included 
the organized rescue operations performed by Jews themselves, broadening 
her initial theoretical scope.
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In the Fragility of Goodness (2001), Tzvetan Todorov explores the individ-
ual and collective actions taken by representatives of parliament, intellectuals 
and Orthodox Church officials in Bulgaria to pressure the Sofia administra-
tion against deporting Jews during the Holocaust. Early studies by Tec and 
Pearl Oliner have argued that the act of rescue can be explained by the rescu-
ers’ personalities. As Lee Ann Fuji’s chapter, “Rescuers and Killer-Rescuers 
during the Rwanda Genocide,” suggests, rigid genocide categories cause “us 
to overlook acts of killing and acts of rescue that do not originate with those 
we would normally classify as ‘perpetrators’ and ‘rescuers.’”4 The ground-
breaking work of Raul Hilberg also shows that during the Holocaust, bystand-
ers could also become rescuers, though “helpers seldom took the initiative,” 
and that even those in uniform “tried to limit the scope of the slaughter.”5 By 
bringing to the collective memory the selfless acts that sought to protect vic-
tims of human rights crimes, we can move beyond the “perpetrator-victim” 
binary that so ill-informs current human rights discussions. “First of all, the 
perpetrator/rescuer dichotomy is not absolute . . . Rescuers, therefore, do not 
have a stable ‘personality.’”6 As in the case of the Holocaust, rescuers come 
from all social and occupational categories, yet they share common altruistic 
values. As told by journalist and scholar Pascale Bonnefoy in Chapter 2, the 
case of Harald Edelstam, Swedish Embassador to Chile at the moment of 
the coup d’etat in 1973, illustrates how powerful actions of diplomats were, 
through unique primary records, historical letters and photograps. Unlike 
during the Holocaust, when “many rescuers helped complete strangers, this 
was the exception,” in Argentina.7 Here organized humanitarian aid was 
mostly carried out by the very same people the state’s violence was target-
ing, a trait this book reveals is also found in other countries. Historian Bob 
Moore explores the historical context of those who sheltered Jews in the 
Netherlands, and argues that the motivation of rescuers can only be “fully 
understood” when grappling with the scope of the society in which they 
lived.8 Following this line of thought, an analysis of the specificities of the 
region remains largely unexplored, requiring us to address each situation’s 
unique historical background to understand the actions of those who risked 
their lives to protect the human dignity and physical integrity of others.

CoLLeCtiVe MeMoRy in LAtin AMeRiCA 
in tHe Post-CoLd WAR yeARs

In the decades preceding state terrorism in Latin America during the Cold War 
(1950s–1990s), this region of the world brimmed with progressive and some-
times revolutionary ideals of self-determination. Working class mobilization, 
demands for improved working conditions, higher wages, and access to basic 
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xiv Introduction

socioeconomic rights all mobilized trade union workers, students, intellectu-
als, shanty town dwellers and Indigenous peasants in non violent, widespread 
protests and union organizing against the visible and lived inequalities in their 
respective countries. Following the United States’ National Security Doctrine 
that criminalized left-wing opposition to a globalizing economy following 
World War II, state responses to grassroots mobilization aimed at squelching 
and sometimes exterminating political dissent.

As a result, many Latin American nations—with covert and overt sup-
port from the United States—launched a series of coup d’états beginning 
in Guatemala in 1954, anticommunist counterinsurgency campaigns and, 
ultimately, genocide against a real or unreal “internal enemies.” These “dirty 
wars” worked to root out those who opposed authoritarian regimes or citi-
zens who sympathized with left-leaning political ideologies. The Cold War 
violence left some 200,000 dead in Guatemala, 75,000 dead in El Salvador, 
30,000 disappeared in Argentina, and some 30,000 tortured in Chile. Added 
to this were uncounted thousands who suffered exile, internal displacement, 
and loss of social and political freedoms, as well as economic opportunities 
and cultural expression. Studies have shown that state violence left behind a 
trail of long-term footprints that shape, to varying degrees, the early aftermath 
in the region: entrenched impunity for past human rights crimes, mistrust of 
the criminal justice system, disintegration of solidarity ties, the breakdown of 
family units, and an ongoing legacy of need to recover the historical memory 
of past human rights crimes, which continues today.9

With the demise of military dictatorships and the signing of various peace 
accords ending armed conflicts, human rights literature and transitional 
justice research have emerged to frame these past violations and present 
struggles in terms of redemocratization of the state’s institutions and civil 
society, as well as legal redress for victims seeking accountability for perpe-
trators. These official mandates to deal with the past, however, leave much 
to be desired, as ordinary citizens continue to feel left out of these processes. 
Unlike much past literature, this edited volume focuses instead on the politi-
cal and moral significance of remembering rescuers who carried out acts of 
kindness to protect and save others, or those who provided protection to vic-
tims of human rights violations. Often, as this book will show was the case 
in México, Argentina, and Colombia, rescuers themselves became victims 
of human rights abuses, which calls attention to the tension and overlapping 
roles rescuers confronted. Furthermore, focusing on organized rescue opera-
tions forces us to recognize that, more often than not, rescuers were known 
by the victims. They themselves were university students, teachers, workers, 
and trade unionists who sought to protect the affected, and would, later, in 
the aftermath of state violence keep alive the memory of the victims and their 
political resistance.
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What is our responsibility as engaged scholars and citizens to remember-
ing rescuers and their efforts? This question drives at the center of the human 
rights violations committed during the period in question and our ongoing 
responsibility to those violations. Steve J. Stern’s pioneering trilogy—The 
Memory Box of Pinochet’s Chile—puts forth the memory question, “how 
to remember the origins, violence, and human rights violations” in Latin 
America during the Cold War and its aftermath. This interrogation of 
memory, posited first by historian Steve J. Stern in the Chilean case, was 
critical to the socio-political debates and culture that led to the formation of 
post-dictatorship democracies.10 It was leveraged by politicians and cultural 
leaders to find a middle ground for reconciliation and consensus concerning 
the violations of the past. A quick reconciliation process and a collective con-
sensus signaled the unification of a once-divided society that was supposed to 
allow the nation to move forward without dwelling on its past. This official 
mandate met some successes, including truth-seeking commissions, calls for 
symbolic and economic reparations for victims, and prosecutions of a small 
number of perpetrators. But these nods to truth and justice seemed nominal 
to many ordinary citizens and human rights organizations either quieted by 
voices of pluralism or altogether left out of the process of debate. Chilean 
cultural critic Nelly Richard reminds us that:

Pluralism and consensus were the issues called on to interpret a new social 
multiplicity whose ebbs and flows of opinion should, supposedly, express the 
diverse, but whose diversity had to be regulated by certain pacts, understand-
ings, and negotiations that would contain excesses so as not to revive the colli-
sion of ideological forces that divided us in the past.11

Thus, containing and controlling excesses became an important tool for 
explicitly ushering in a new, unified social order and implicitly closing the 
door on the past. In effect, the notion of consensus served as a signal that the 
transitions from dictatorship to democracy were complete, that the past was 
solidly behind new, democratic regimes, and that the contestation in the past 
and present had been smoothed over and ironed out. In Chile, for example, the 
first post-dictatorship president, Patricio Aylwin, declared after only a year 
and half, “The transition is now complete. In Chile we live in democracy.”12 
Memory then became “an issue that, at least in official circles, would best be 
left shrouded by a tacit pact of silence.”13

The question of memory for those directly affected by human rights crimes, 
however, could not be contained by official commissions or tacit silences. 
The Argentine sociologist Elizabeth Jelin has smartly signaled the role of 
these individuals and their allies—members of the robust human rights move-
ments that moved against authoritarian regimes throughout Latin America, 
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xvi Introduction

especially in the Southern Cone and Central America—in challenging the sta-
tus quo and master narratives of the victors. For Jelin, the political transitions 
were moments that catalyzed, however unevenly and slowly, the possibility 
of redefining the past, especially for those directly affected by the violations, 
and “asserting the ‘true’ version of history based on their memories, and that 
of demanding justice.”14 The blending of memory, truth, and justice by human 
rights actors put these groups at the center of the memory question, linking, as 
Michael Lazzara has shown, “the demands to settle accounts with the past . . . 
with the founding principles of democratic institutions.”15 As such, the human 
rights movements that formed to confront the authoritarian regimes during the 
Cold War were the same movements that pressed for the deepening of demo-
cratic institutions and social justice structures in its aftermath. And this deep-
ening could only be achieved, the aggrieved argued, through a full accounting 
of the past. It is also important to note that, as the question of memory slipped 
from the center of the socio-political debates, as politicians and cultural lead-
ers basked in self-congratulatory praise, and as consensus and reconciliation 
represented a turning-of-the-page of history, human rights movement mem-
bers ramped up their public action. They turned toward popular and cultural 
expressions of memory and alternative modes of narrative making, to include 
public memorials and memorialization, song and art and theatre and dance. In 
a very real way, and to varying degrees, the aggrieved translated the memory 
of human rights violations into collective social action.

For long-time followers of Latin America, the distinct tradition of human 
rights discourse and practice is easily recognizable. The Christian humanism 
of de Las Casas, the regional variations of Enlightenment ideals, México’s 
1917 constitution that championed social and economic guarantees and 
protections, and the strong Latin American influence on the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights have merged into a special sensitivity for 
human dignity, integrity, and responsibility.16 But it wasn’t until the Cold War 
that human rights translated into powerful social and political movements 
responding to state terror.

Edward Cleary has noted that very few human rights organizations existed 
before the authoritarian regimes of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s and that 
the grassroots and mid-level society membership in these organizations was 
something new. “Latin America . . . became a movement society,” and human 
rights was a special issue, giving form to “the foundation of a strong civil 
society,”17 Cleary observed. Thus, as visible patterns of violations emerged 
throughout the region, as citizens were arrested, tortured, massacred, and 
disappeared, and when Latin Americans were threatened most, grassroots and 
mid-level society members mobilized, organized, and acted, forming powerful 
movements that still resonate today, as Chris Ney shows in his moving account 
of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against Torture in Chile, in Chapter 1.
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Human rights activism and rescue mobilization during the Cold War in 
Latin America meant two things. First, the immediate protection of people 
being persecuted by state security forces. Second, the removal of the military 
or authoritarian regime that persecuted their citizens. As such, other rights 
issues took a back seat to the immediacy of state-sponsored terror. Though 
stories and narratives—Jelin’s “private memories”—of this terror circulated 
in discreet spaces such as homes and churches, collective memory had 
not yet emerged as a human rights issue. Meanwhile, as activists from the 
region busied themselves protecting potential victims and rescuing others, 
so too did they begin piecing together evidence that would later amount to 
immense archival power in the making of memory narratives reckoning with 
the past. In another way, although state control of public space and discourse 
prevented the memory question from flourishing, human rights organization 
members consciously amassed material evidence and constructed counter-
narratives that would emerge during and after the political transitions to 
democracy.

Louis Bickford, a transitional justice pioneer, labeled this material and 
these counter-narratives “memory repositories” working in the service of 
“activist truth-telling.” With the removal of the authoritarian regimes and the 
relative physical safety of citizens secured in democracy, what the human 
rights movements had initially mobilized around was no longer a threat. In 
fact, the robust movement of human rights organizing experienced a notable 
downturn as regimes transitioned to democracy, international attention and 
funding reversed, and a sense of elation and relief outweighed the urgency to 
activate and agitate. It was in this environment that the political and cultural 
elite began to build the aforementioned consensus around healing, pluralism 
and reconciliation to hasten the establishment of democratic institutions while 
negotiating pacts and silences, amnesty and impunity, official history and 
memory. But it was exactly this that re-energized human rights movements 
to challenge the new national narrative of consensus, reconciliation, and 
democracy. In another way, the human rights movement turned its attention 
to the urgency of the past in order to inform the future and, in so doing, offer 
an intimate portrait of the political present as they now rescued the memory 
of those who died fighting for social justice.

The responsibility to remember the victims and violations of the Cold War 
past in Latin America resonated deeply throughout the region. Human rights 
organization members grounded this urgency in both moral and political 
terms—and crystallized the relationship between human rights and memory. 
In a more subtle way, vocalized through concrete actions and memorializa-
tion and commemoration, grassroots actors argued for a “right to memory,” 
applying human rights discourse and experience to the historical practice of 
memory-making. Jelin, Lazzara and others have noted the privileged role that 
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victims and their family members play in this relationship, ultimately insert-
ing their truths in order to counter official or dominant narratives that deny 
their legitimacy. The ways in which these actors have dealt with, focused 
on, and taken ownership have manifested in a wide array of “memory tech-
nologies,” as Marita Sturken might say. Through public memorials, museums, 
commemorations, vigils, literature, memoirs, art, theatre and music, human 
rights sympathizers have gained much public ground, though they also assert 
that much memory work remains. In fact, if collective memories are dynamic 
and open to challenges based on present socio-political circumstances, then 
memory work is necessarily never-ending.

Remembering the Rescuers speaks to the never-ending work that mem-
ory and human rights demand, especially because it moves beyond the 
victim-perpetrator dichotomy to a more nuanced—and therefore broader—
recognition of thinking about the past. Where victims and their allies have 
played a privileged role in shaping the public memory debates against 
official or apologetic versions of the past, the responsibility and challenge 
to remember rescuers is only now being met in Latin America. Though it 
has been nearly a decade since Alex Wilde advocated that Chile’s “political 
culture could benefit from more projects to remember those who stood up to 
repression,” little attention has been paid to this directive. That is, we “should 
remember not just the victims, preserve not just places of suffering, celebrate 
not just dead fighters or resistance martyrs, but also the dogged work of 
human rights survivors, including lawyers, teachers, journalists, archivists, 
and parish priests.”18 Of course, Wilde’s argument is appropriately extended 
to other Latin American nations facing similar processes.

The advancement of Holocaust rescue studies is partly attributed to finding, 
uncovering, and exploring little-known archives. The Yad Vashem Institute in 
Jerusalem, whose mission includes awarding the title of “Righteous among 
the Nations,” shows that survivors’ testimonies found in archives are pivotal 
to unearthing the role of the rescuers.19 This is certainly the case in Latin 
America, where unique archival evidence documenting war and genocide has 
been kept by survivors, and the continued mobilization around memory, sug-
gested earlier, illustrates that the time is ripe to identify, preserve and exam-
ine local archives. As Esparza, Alfaro, and Sanandres show in Chapter 3, 
courageous firefighters from the township of Santo Tomás Chichicastenango, 
Guatemala, were called on to perform rescue efforts in the aftermath of mas-
sacres, revealing acts of courage in providing help to the poverty-stricken, 
rural Maya population.

As previously asserted, human rights organizations born during the height 
of the Cold War repression—and not in their aftermath—played a pivotal 
role in saving lives by calling national and international attention to “torture, 
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murder, and disappearance . . . [which] caused a strong negative reaction in 
world opinion.”20 Focusing on Guatemala, Roddy Brett (Chapter 4) argues 
that organized rescue efforts in México saved the lives of thousands of 
Maya peasants fleeing from the carnage. Brett identifies two predominant 
rescue patterns that emerged: rescue within Guatemala, characterized by the 
mobilization of displaced Indigenous communities through the Communi-
ties of Population in Resistance (CPRs) themselves (what we might term 
endogenous rescue); and rescue driven by non-Indigenous, non-Guatemalan 
actors, outside of the country (in México) and thus, to a degree, sheltered 
from systematic repercussions for rescue activities (exogenous rescue). In 
Chapter 5, Isabel de León Olivares and Maribel Rivas-Vasconcelos argue 
that human rights groups in México developed a strong sense of solidarity 
while attempting to save lives during the country’s dirty war wave of state-
sponsored political repression. A similar emphasis is found in Jenny Escobar 
and Angie Tamayo’s provocative Chapter 6 essay, focusing on Colombia—
a country still at war as the Peace Process unfolds at the moment of this 
writing.

A final caveat. Contributors in this book present their research accord-
ing to their own discipline, as social scientists, journalists, and theologians, 
adding to the interdisciplinary richness of this volume. From these disparate 
approaches, our aim is to contribute, in the words of Jelin, to the “labors of 
memory,” the type of activities that can lead people to act as “agent[s] of 
transformation, and in the process transforms [themselves] and the world.”21 
By remembering those acts that helped denounce violence and save lives, 
and by analyzing the larger power dynamics involved, we hope to lay the 
groundwork for a new generation of scholars focusing on Latin America to 
investigate not just acts of atrocity but also acts of goodness.

notes

1. In Israel the distinction of the “Righteous among the Nations” is given, in the 
form of a medal, to non-Jews who “selflessly saved Jews.” Jacques Sémelin, “From 
Help to Rescue,” in Resisting Genocide: The Multiple Forms of Rescue, eds. Jacques 
Sémelin et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011) 1–14. Fn. 2, 2. Contest-
ing this term, Sémelin argues that “Righteous” is a moral category that cannot be used 
in the social sciences. On Rwanda, see Paul Conway, “Righteous Hutus: Can Stories 
of Courageous Rescuers Help in Rwanda’s Reconciliation Process,” International 
Journal of Sociology and Anthropology, 3, no. 7 (2011): 217–23; For the former 
Yugoslavia, see Svetlana Broz, Good People in an Evil Time: Portraits of Complicity 
and Resistance in the Bosnian War (New York, Other Press, 2005).

2. Sémelin et al., Resisting Genocide, 8.
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Chapter 1

Rescued from Fear

The Sebastián Acevedo Movement 
Against Torture in Chile1

Christopher ney

Amidst the brutal violence of General Augusto Pinochet’s state terror regime 
in Chile, the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against Torture carried out a 
campaign of nonviolent direct action to protest the practice of torture. Its 
members included priests, nuns, and lay members of the church; human rights 
activists and family members of the disappeared; and militants from the leftist 
parties who were targeted by the military. From 1983 until 1991, they staged 
approximately 180 nonviolent actions. They protested every month and 
sometimes every week. They were compelled to touch the conscience of their 
nation. They felt an ethical imperative to communicate a simple message: in 
Chile under Pinochet, the practice of torture was systematic and institutional-
ized, and that practice was intolerable. Although they did not rescue torture 
victims from the jails of the secret police, they put their own lives at risk in 
solidarity with victims of torture to protest the abuses of the Pinochet regime. 
They were rescuers. As Ron Dudai notes, the emphasis in Latin America on 
truth and reconciliation has largely overlooked the role of rescuers.2 This 
essay on the history and tactics of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement is part 
of a larger effort to lift up the stories of those people in Latin America who 
sought to rescue others from state-sponsored terror and human rights abuse.

The members of the Sebastián Acevedo movement included a wide range 
of people and ideological perspectives, yet they were able to find common 
ground in courageous action to denounce one of the gravest violations of 
human rights: torture. The movement never grew larger than 300 people at 
any time, but approximately 500 people participated over the years of its 
actions.3 They risked their own safety and security to denounce the wide-
spread practice of torture. They embodied the spirit and commitment of 
rescuers in their public actions. Yet their approach aimed not only at the insti-
tutions of the state that were engaged in human rights abuse, but also at the 
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transformation of a society that accepted the practice of torture through will-
ful ignorance or apathy. Their actions contributed, in part, to the pressure that 
the Pinochet regime felt to sign the Convention Against Torture in 1984, an 
act that led directly to Pinochet’s detention in England in 1998 while awaiting 
the result of the extradition request of a Spanish judge.4

This work is based on research and field work that I did in a pivotal 
moment in Chile’s history: 1991, the year immediately after the restoration 
of democracy. The ongoing truth telling process had begun, but it was (and 
remains) a process which proceeds at its own pace. It cannot be rushed or 
closed prematurely. It is worth noting that Chile had more than one truth 
commission. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was created dur-
ing the first month of the post-Pinochet presidency of Patricio Alywin.5 The 
commission was charged with the task of investigating actions by agents of 
the Chilean state that resulted in death during the years of the dictatorship. 
When the Commission issued its findings, known as the Rettig Report, it 
documented that nearly 3,400 people had been killed by the state during the 
Pinochet years.6

A second Truth Commission was established in 2003 by President Ricardo 
Lagos to investigate situations of unlawful detention and torture during the 
years of the dictatorship. This report, the Valech Report, was submitted to the 
president in November 2004. After the initial report, the commission con-
tinued its work as more people were willing to tell their stories. Altogether, 
the Valech Commission received testimony from nearly 36,000 people and 
determined that more than 27,000 witness statements were legitimate. The 
second report documented an additional 1,200 cases.7 Most human rights 
observers agree that the actual numbers of death, disappearances, detention 
and torture are higher than the official record as victims and survivors are still 
too fearful to report.

As stories of survivors continue to emerge, so too do the stories of the 
heroism of those who resisted oppression and political repression. The 
literature about rescuers that emerged from the Holocaust looks, almost 
exclusively, at the work of those who provided safe havens for Jews who 
were under threat of deportation, internment, and execution. The work of 
the “Righteous Among the Nations” has been celebrated, documented and 
analyzed.8 But the context of the state terror regimes of the Southern Cone 
requires a broader understanding of rescuers to include those who risked 
their own lives to protest the regimes’ repressive actions. The members of 
the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against Torture were rescuers because 
they resisted the Chilean military regime and its unimaginable violence of 
genocide, human rights abuse, and torture. Moreover, viewing this move-
ment through the lens of rescuers offers new insights into their dramatic 
story of resistance.
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enCounteRinG FeAR in CHiLe

I was introduced to Chile during the summer of 1988 when I was invited to 
participate in a small faculty-student research team of two professors and 
four students from Earlham College. That experience launched a life-long 
fascination with the long, narrow country that hugs the Pacific coast of South 
America. During my first experience in Chile, I met people who lived in shan-
tytowns and marginalized communities. Our group met people who had been 
exiled, tortured, or were relatives of the disappeared. For the first time in my 
life, I encountered people who were afraid to speak.

But we also met courageous people who were struggling creatively to 
overcome these conditions, and we were privileged to serve as International 
Observers for the historic Plebiscite of 1988 as the Chilean people voted to 
end the dictatorship and restore democracy. At the time, it was the first nation 
in the world to end military rule through the ballot box. Yet one of the stron-
gest and most enduring memories of that experience was fear, an experience 
that was common among Latin American societies in the aftermath of civil 
conflict. Fear was palpable almost from the moment I stepped off the plane at 
Santiago’s international airport. The machine guns carried by ordinary police 
officers and the anti-riot vehicles that patrolled the city streets were visible 
reminders of the regime’s fearful authority. The atmosphere of fear was per-
vasive and with long-lasting consequences.

A repressive regime survives by fear. Using deadly force and torture, a 
dictatorship terrorizes its own people through the gross violation of human 
rights. It manipulates the media and projects an image of omnipotence. It 
claims to be the only force that can provide stability and security. The truth 
is the opposite: repressive regimes are the source of insecurity and violence. 
Fear is more than the by-product of state repression. During the military dic-
tatorships of the Southern Cone, fear was intentionally created and manipu-
lated. This issue has been examined thoughtfully by a number of scholars, 
particularly Juan Corradi and Marjorie Agosin. Writing in the anthology Fear 
at the Edge: State Terror and Resistance in Latin America, edited by Corradi, 
Patricia Weiss Fagen writes,

The pervasive state violence and the psychology of fear caused citizens to turn 
inward, avoiding public contact. Not only were people likely to abandon overt 
political activity, but they also grew wary of social interactions that might have 
a political content and fearful of joining with others to make economic demands. 
Deprived of information, unable to predict who might be suspect, and aware that 
to be suspect oneself could carry dreadful consequences, most citizens feared to 
complain or protest. This phenomenon was no accidental outcome of the wide-
spread violence. It was the intended outcome of regime terror designed to inhibit 
collective action, diminish support networks and depoliticize social interactions.9
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This environment makes the actions of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement 
Against Torture even more significant. They hoped to stop the practice of 
torture by denouncing it, a goal that they did not achieve. But their mode 
of action—public protest and a deep sense of group solidarity—defied and 
undermined the project of state terrorism. Intuitively, the leaders of the move-
ment understood that the importance of their actions extended beyond the 
immediate rescue of individual torture victims.

Jesuit José Aldunate, a founder of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement 
and its principal spokesperson, wrote a significant article for the Chilean 
Jesuit magazine, Mensaje. Titled, “Feet of Clay,”10 (from the Biblical Book 
of Daniel) the article integrates theological reflection and social scientific 
analysis. Citing sociologist Alain Touraine, Aldunate argues that repressive 
“regimes sustain themselves by torture. They lift themselves on these feet. 
Torture is an effective way for them to maintain themselves in power.”11 He 
goes on to describe the arrest and torture of a young man, a carpenter, along 
with Juan Antonio Aguirre Ballesteros in 1984. They were stripped, blind-
folded, and interrogated while electrical shocks were applied to their mouth, 
genitals, anus, ears and nasal passages.12 Aguirre became the subject of a 
movement campaign in September 1984 but in the midst of that campaign 
his decapitated body was recovered. He joined the ranks of the degollados 
or decapitated ones. The carpenter was released but suffered from the after-
effects of trauma.13

The cruelty of these acts reflects the systematic terror methods that the 
Pinochet regime used to create fear from the moment it seized power. The 
coup d’état of September 11, 1973 ended one of South America’s most stable 
and enduring democracies. With support from the administration of Richard 
Nixon (1968–1974), the coup destroyed the experiment of democratically-
elected President Salvador Allende (1970–1973) to create a nonviolent, demo-
cratic road to socialism. The bombing of the national palace, La Moneda, by 
jets from Chile’s Air Force represented the Chilean military’s use of shock and 
awe—long before the term gained notoriety during the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

In the seventeen years that followed, the regime deployed state-sponsored, 
political violence with impunity. Pinochet’s use of state terrorism effectively 
silenced opposition. During the first ten years after the coup, few Chileans 
were willing to protest against the regime for its harsh economic policies or 
its gross violations of human rights. The exceptions were notable for their 
courage. Even after large-scale protests began in 1983, few were willing to 
challenge the repressive apparatus of the state: the CNI (secret police), the 
use of torture by the carabineros (Chile’s national police), or Chile’s willful 
indifference to these human rights violations.

This was the focus of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against Torture. 
They sought to rescue the victims of the military regime from abuse while 
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rescuing the conscience of their nation from indifference to state-sponsored 
terrorism. They rescued people from fear by denouncing the use of torture, 
and their heroic courage is remembered in this essay.

I witnessed only one action of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against 
Torture. It was late October 1988, a few weeks after the Plebiscite vote 
against continuing military rule by Pinochet. I had been told that the dem-
onstration would take place in the Plaza de Armas in downtown Santiago 
and that it would begin at 1:00 pm. Five minutes before the hour, the park 
appeared normal. An elegant park surrounded by colonial buildings, the Plaza 
de Armas is dominated by the Roman Catholic Cathedral. The sidewalks are 
typically busy with vendors, artists and street preachers. On this day, there 
were a few foreign film crews, the only indication that something unusual 
was about to happen.

Immediately at one o’clock, members of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement 
gathered on the steps of the Cathedral. They seemed to form out of thin air. They 
held signs that featured the names of the detenidos-desaparecidos, the Chileans 
who had been disappeared by the Pinochet regime. Above the name and outline 
of a person, the placards carried these words, “Have you forgotten me? Yes or 
No.” These two words were especially significant at that moment. Chile had just 
voted “No” in the 1988 plebiscite, marking the end of military rule.

The protesters sang “Te Nombro Libertad” and they read a litany. Then 
they marched to the fountain in the center of the park and threw red dye into 
its waters, turning them the color of blood. They placed their signs in the 
ground and called out their name, “Movimento Contra la Tortura—Sebastián 
Acevedo.” As quickly as they had gathered, they dispersed. It was a flash mob 
protest, long before that term was known.

The police arrived a few minutes later, gathering the signs and driving their 
vehicles on the sidewalk of the plaza in an apparent attempt to intimidate. But 
the effort by the police to reassert their authority was in vain. The demonstra-
tors had been greeted by spontaneous and sustained applause; the police were 
greeted by catcalls and whistles. The action of the Sebastián Acevedo Move-
ment gave the spectators in the park the courage to express their support and 
to denounce the police actions.

ReMeMBeRinG tHe BiRtH oF tHe seBAstián 
ACeVedo MoVeMent AGAinst toRtuRe (sAMAt)

The first action of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement was held on Septem-
ber 14, 1983. It set the tone and style for all of the following actions. It 
is well-remembered by the activists who participated in it. One of those 
people was Juan Cortez, a torture survivor who became involved in the 
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Movement. He remembered that at that first action, a group of approxi-
mately seventy-five people gathered at 1470 Borgoño Street in Santiago, 
the site of a clandestine jail and torture center run by the secret police. 
The group had planned to occupy the street and sidewalk at that location 
to denounce the practice of torture. They unfurled a large banner that read, 
“The CNI Are Torturing a Man Here.” Beyond that basic goal, the event 
was largely improvised.14

Elena Bergen, a member of the Base Christian Community which gave rise 
to the Sebastián Acevedo Movement, recalled that one member of the group 
raised his arm to point at the building that housed the clandestine jail and 
torture center. Then someone began to sing, Por el pajaro enjaulado.15

For the caged bird
For the fish caught in the net
For my friend who is a prisoner
Because she has said what she thinks,
For the uprooted flowers,
For the trampled grass,
For the cut trees,
For the tortured bodies
I name you freedom.16

Pointing their fingers in accusation and singing the song became hallmarks 
of the movement. Nearly every action featured these elements. But these 
practices were adopted almost by accident.

Bergen remembered the improvisational nature of the first action. “We had 
the banner and the song. Nothing more. It was crazy,” she remembers with 
laughter.

We didn’t even know how to make a banner. We knew that we would take a 
banner and that the banner would say, “Here They Torture,” a very simple ban-
ner. Later we began to become more elaborate. We knew that we wanted to do 
something like what we saw in the movie. We knew that there was a street there, 
so we would sit down in the street to stop traffic. But it turned out that it was 
raining, so we didn’t want to sit on wet pavement. So in an unorganized way, we 
stood in the street and one of the compañeros pointed his finger at the building. 
As he pointed, so the rest of us pointed also, in total silence. Then a priest who 
was participating said, “Let’s sing something,” and suddenly someone began to 
sing, “Por el pajaro enjaulado.”17

The film mentioned above was Gandhi. Many founders of the movement 
saw the film together as it was showing in Chile at that time and it inspired 
them to act.
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Juan Cortez added that the first action took too long. So a busload of cara-
bineros arrived to break up the disturbance. “Our immediate reaction was to 
run away, but this reaction lasted only a fraction of a second. Then we sat 
down because the first criteria of the movement was ‘one for all.’ If one of us 
is taken prisoner, I am also going to be taken prisoner.”18

This is a remarkable statement of courage for someone who had recently 
been held incommunicado and subjected to torture. But the weeks of plan-
ning and discussion that preceded their first action developed a deep sense of 
solidarity among the members of the movement. They knew that they could 
depend on each other and that mutual commitment created a strong and 
resilient movement. Forty-eight of the seventy-five protesters were arrested 
and released later that day. In the process, the members of the Movement 
learned that the carabineros preferred not to have to arrest them, presumably 
because the police did not want to acknowledge formally that individuals 
were arrested for protesting torture.

In that first action, members learned many valuable lessons, but the most 
important may have been this: the regime was not omnipotent. Disciplined, 
nonviolent action could shift the dynamics of power.

A tiMe oF PRotest And RePRession

The Movement was born in an environment of protest and repression. In 
1983, the first large-scale public opposition to the military dictatorship 
emerged after nearly ten years of complete silence. The “economic miracle” 
that had been proclaimed by the military dictatorship and its supporters, came 
to an end. The bubble burst, the economy collapsed, and the period known as 
“Las Protestas” began. The first demonstration was called for May 11, 1983. 
Organized by Chile’s labor unions, but supported by the middle and upper 
classes,19 the protest was multi faceted, featuring strikes, marches, and student 
demonstrations; banging pots and pans; and hunger strikes. The regime’s 
response was also multifaceted. With tear gas and bullets, the carabineros 
and unidentified civilians killed two, wounded fifty, and detained 800. One 
month later, on June 14, the scene repeated itself during the second protest. 
This time, four were killed, 70 wounded, and 1,351 detained. With the third 
protest on July 12, demonstrations spread beyond Santiago to Valparaiso, 
Concepcion, Talcahuano, Temuco, Valdivia, Osorno, and Ancud. In response, 
the regime used the CNI (secret police) and regular army soldiers with tanks 
to repress and intimidate the opposition. Two more were killed and over a 
thousand detained.20

The fourth protest represented the greatest threat yet to the Pinochet 
regime. On August 11–12, demonstrators were out in force throughout the 
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county and Pinochet ordered 18,000 soldiers into the streets of Santiago 
“with instructions to be tough.”21 It was the largest show of military force 
since the coup d’état in 1973. Official statistics report that 29 were killed, 
100 wounded, and 1,000 detained, but the opposition reported much higher 
numbers. The military raided slums, destroying and burning buildings. They 
used tear gas, bullets, and torture to intimidate their opponents.22 A fifth and 
final protest lasted four days and coincided with the tenth anniversary of the 
coup, September 8–11. Protests covered the entire country and the repression 
was fierce: 15 were killed, 400 wounded, and 600 detained.23

The goal of the protests was to topple the military regime. But Pinochet 
remained in power through a combination of repression and reform. Some 
controls were eased. Opposition magazines began to publish again and book 
banning ended. But as these civil liberties were restored, human rights viola-
tions multiplied.

During the protests, repression became more widespread and more diverse 
in its forms. The practice of internal exile—forcible resettlement from one’s 
home to another part of the country—became common. Neighborhood 
sweeps created an atmosphere of fear and intimidations in the poblaciones 
(working class neighborhoods and slums). During the terror raids, Chile’s 
armed forces acted like an occupation army as citizens were forced from their 
homes in the middle of the night. Typically, the men were forced to stand 
nude, lined up on a soccer field, under the spotlights of the military, while 
their wives and children witnessed their humiliation from a distance.24 Mass 
arrests often accompanied the raids. Indeed, arrests increased dramatically 
from 1,213 in 1982 to 4,537 in 1983. By 1986, the number of arrested reached 
7,091.25 Although most of these detainees were released within a few hours 
after their arrest, many were tortured. According to the Christian Democratic 
magazine Hoy, torture increased 300% from 1983 to 1984. The neighborhood 
raids, mass arrests, and torture had only one purpose: state-sponsored terror.

Jesuit priest and Sebastián Acevedo Movement spokesperson, José 
Aldunate, reflected on these significant changes in the repressive tactics of the 
military regime, “For the first time, the carabineros were practicing torture. 
They had always beaten or threatened detainees, but now they were using 
more sophisticated techniques of torture: electric shocks, etc.”26 The founders 
of the Movement were deeply troubled by these developments. Many of them 
worked as social workers, teachers or pastoral agents in the poblaciones, of 
Santiago, so they saw personally the impact of the growing use of torture. 
They believed that the situation demanded a powerful ethical response. The 
terror of state violence sparked the rescuer impulse and inspired the hope 
embodied in the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against Torture. Aldunate 
said, “Many times, we priests are very good at talking, but we are not very 
effective in action. So we took to the streets.”27 A few weeks after their first 
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action, an act of rescue and sacrifice would give the newly-formed movement 
a name and an identity that would be remembered to this day.

A FAtHeR’s sACRiFiCe to ResCue His CHiLdRen

At dawn on November 9, 1983, the police and the CNI staged a terror raid 
in a poblacion in the southern coal mining town of Coronel. Fifteen men 
descended on a small house. After they searched and ransacked the home, 
they planted a bomb made from plastic explosives in the backyard. They 
accused a 25-year-old woman, Maria Candelaria, of being a terrorist and 
they arrested her. Her father had been waiting for the bus to take him to work 
when he saw the police surround his house. He tried to intervene on behalf of 
his daughter, but he failed to prevent her detention. Later on that same day, 
the police arrested the man’s son, Galo Fernando, from his place of work. 
Immediately, the parents of these two young adults began their frantic search 
to secure the release of their children.28

For the next three days and nights, the parents did not eat or sleep. They 
searched for their children and tried to enlist others to aid their cause. They 
visited jails and police stations, hospitals and morgues, legal offices and 
newspapers, social service agencies and the church. At each step they were 
frustrated.29 Fearing that their children were being tortured and that they 
might be “disappeared,” they demanded the right to visit Maria and Galo. 
They demanded that the government formally charge them with a crime and 
take responsibility for their arrest and well-being. But the government was 
silent. In my interview with her, Maria told me that the government could not 
respond because she and her brother were being held in a secret jail by the 
CNI and they were being interrogated under torture.30

Finally, the children’s father could wait no longer.
He said goodbye to his wife and went to the nearby city of Concepcion. 

After a final—and failed—attempt to gain support from the progressive wing 
of the Catholic Church, he stood on the steps of the Cathedral and drew a 
chalk line around himself. He announced that no one was permitted to cross 
the line unless they had information about his missing children. Then he 
poured a mixture of gasoline and kerosene over his body and he held a lighter 
over his head. Again, he demanded, “Que la CNI devuelva mis hijos.” (Let 
the CNI return my children). When a young police officer tried to intervene 
to end the public disturbance, the man ignited the lighter and his body burst 
into flames.31

He was taken to the hospital with severe burns over ninety percent of his 
body. His son and daughter were released that afternoon. His daughter spoke 
to him through an intercom at the hospital. He asked her to forgive him. At 
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midnight, Sebastián Acevedo died. He died in the act of rescuing his chil-
dren from torture and possible disappearance or death. The newly-formed 
Movement Against Torture took his name as a tribute to his sacrifice. In their 
actions, they embodied the spirit of resistance to which he gave the full mea-
sure of his being.

Sebastián Acevedo’s entire life had been marked by the repressive acts of 
state-sponsored political violence. His father was tortured in 1947 for being 
a member of the Communist Party during a time of Cold War hysteria in 
Chile. The police tortured his father in his presence, even though he was only 
a young boy.32 Then in 1973, in the days immediately after the coup d’état, 
Sebastián’s father and Sebastian himself were detained and tortured by the 
military.33

Throughout his life, Sebastián Acevedo suffered because of his political 
convictions. His father was one of the first members of the Communist Party 
in Chile. He was also a dedicated member of the party, as were his children. 
They were targeted by the military regime because of their ideology. But 
Sebastián Acevedo was also a devout Christian. His widow and children told 
me that he saw no contradiction between his faith and his political affiliation. 
In fact, both commitments may have contributed to his ability to engage in a 
dramatic act of self-sacrificing rescue for his children.

In the moments before he immolated himself, he shouted, “Que el mundo 
se impacte. Crean en Dios y en la palabra de los hombres.” (May the world 
take notice. Believe in God and in the word of men.)34 The world did take 
notice. Chilean historian Gabriel Salazar wrote, “in one hundred fifty years 
of political and judicial history. . . . No one had burned himself to demand 
something as basic” as habeas corpus.35 The conscience of the nation was 
shocked and the people of Chile felt a need to respond.

Sebastián Acevedo’s funeral became a public event—more than 2,000 
people accompanied the hearse that carried his body from Concepcion to the 
parish church in Coronel where it lay in state. The crowd chanted a popular 
anti-Pinochet slogan, “Se va a acabar, se va a acabar, esa costumbre de 
matar.”36 (It’s going to end, it’s going to end, this custom of killing.) But the 
regime continued to harass the Acevedo family and their community. During 
the wake on the night before his funeral, the police fired at least eight tear 
gas canisters into the small parish church that held Acevedo’s body. Several 
people were overcome by the poisonous gas and some passed out.37

The following day, the Bishop of Concepcion offered a eulogy in the par-
ish church of Villa Moro, the neighborhood where the Acevedo family lived. 
Twenty thousand people filled the narrow streets as Bishop Goic invoked the 
words of Martin Luther King, Jr. and praised Acevedo’s “heroic act of love.”38 
In response to Acevedo’s death, many Roman Catholic leaders, including 
Bishop Goic, called for the dissolution of the CNI, the secret police.39 The 
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response of the military regime was not surprising. Minister of the Interior, 
Sergio Jarpa, told the people of Chile, “You will have the CNI or you will 
have terrorism.”40 Pinochet himself also commented, “People who call for 
the dissolution of the CNI are Marxists. People who act like the person in 
Concepcion usually have mental problems.”41

Sebastián Acevedo became a symbol of courageous sacrifice and resistance 
to a regime that violates the human rights of its people. The site of his immo-
lation became a shrine with flowers and messages surrounding the wooden 
cross that marked the spot where he drew the chalk circle. One of the notes 
placed on the cross read, “This man is not a man, he is a people, he is a bundle 
of dreams.”42 Pinochet’s comment suggesting that Acevedo had mental health 
problems is a sign of the perverse logic of a regime that uses arbitrary arrest 
and torture as routine policy. In fact, a regime that abuses its own people 
violates the norms of international law and decency. It is aberrational and, 
in some ways, the only rational response is to protest. In an example of the 
moral ju-jitsu43 that nonviolence creates, Acevedo’s act inspired courage and 
the capacity to resist among oppressed people, while the regime—which had 
seemed omnipotent—reacted with fear.

In terms of Christian theology, Acevedo might be viewed as a martyr (one 
who sacrificed himself for another) or a witness (to a cause or concern greater 
than himself). During the time of Latin America’s terror regimes, people 
played many different roles—perpetrator, victim and bystander. Within that 
context, Acevedo engaged in an individual act of rescue, following a pattern 
that has been documented and analyzed by Jessica Casiro in her study on 
rescuers in Argentina.44 But he inspired a movement that adopted his name, 
a movement that sought to rescue individuals and to transform institutions.

tHe ResCueRs exPAnd tHeiR FoCus

Following the initial action, the next several demonstrations revealed the stra-
tegic concerns and preoccupations of the movement. A month after their first 
demonstration, the Sebastián Acevedo movement returned to 1470 Borgoño. 
Then on November 3, 1983, they wrote a letter to the President of the Chilean 
Supreme Court, Rafael Retamal Lopéz:

We believe that history will judge Chilean Justice very seriously for its failure to 
do its duty: to do justice. During ten years it has abdicated its responsibilities to 
the Executive Branch. That abdication has resulted in illegal arrests, detentions, 
torture, disappearances . . . and even murder.45

The letter was signed by José Aldunate, Lucia Busta, Elena Bergen, 
Manuel de Ferrari, founding members of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement. 
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After delivering the letter, they stood on the steps of the Supreme Court 
building with a banner that read, “In Chile, they torture and the courts are 
silent.” Throughout the movement’s history, they regularly wrote to judges 
and government officials, including the Secretary of the Interior. They rarely 
received a response.

Later that same month, the movement brought a similar message of insti-
tutional responsibility to Chile’s leading media outlet. On November 21, they 
stood in front of the offices of El Mercurio, Chile’s conservative newspaper. 
Their banner read, “In Chile They Torture and El Mercurio is Silent.” In the 
litany that accompanied this action, they were explicit in their denounciation:

For the death of Victor Jara
El Mercurio is an accomplice
For the torture and murder of Marta Ugarte
El Mercurio is an accomplice
For the disappearance of Carlos Lorca and many others
El Mercurio is an accomplice
For the massacre of peasants at Lonquen
El Mercurio is an accomplice
For the new torture techniques used against labor leaders
El Mercurio is an accomplice
For the clandestine jail on Habana Street in Valparaiso
El Mercurio is an accomplice
For the moral torture of the exile
El Mercurio is an accomplice

The litany is powerful not only for its moral outrage but also for its speci-
ficity. They named individual people and specific locations of suffering and 
human rights abuse. The protest went on to question whether El Mercurio 
had the moral legitimacy to editorialize about democracy, freedom or Western 
civilization if it remained silent in the face of torture.46

On December 1, the Movement turned its attention to the Catholic Church. 
In a letter to Monsignor José Manuel Santos, President of the Chilean 
Episcopal Conference, they cited documents from Vatican II and the Latin 
American Bishops meeting at Puebla, and the statements of John Paul II and 
asked that the Chilean Bishops condemn torture explicitly. While citing their 
own loyalty to the church, they criticized the church because its “indecision 
and weakness have made it an accomplice to torture, when it should have 
denounced and condemned it.”47

They asked the Bishops to take the bold step of excommunicating anyone 
who practices torture. The Bishops responded with a statement on December 
10, the International Day of Human Rights which marks the anniversary of 
the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United 

Esparza & De Ycaza_9781498533263.indb   12 11/7/2016   5:43:01 PM



 Rescued from Fear 13

Nations. Titled “A Christian Way,” the statement assigned “the punishment 
of excommunication to all torturers, their accomplices, and those who should 
prevent torture but do not.”48 The statement has been heralded around the 
world as a significant moment in the church’s defense of human rights. The 
movement would return its focus to the church, distributing Christmas cards 
to parishioners which hoped for “A Christmas without Herods and a New 
Year without Torturers.”49 During one of these actions, several priests and 
nuns were arrested. U.S. Missionary Dennis O’Mara was expelled from the 
country, an event that received international press coverage.50

Elena Bergen remembers the initial impulse of the movement founders was 
to rescue torture victims. “We wanted to know from human rights organiza-
tions and family members where they were torturing. We would go there and 
denounce. That’s all we knew. From that impulse, we had the first action and 
then the second and we kept refining it.” Bergen was part of the Base Chris-
tian Community, where the idea for these actions was first discussed. She 
reported that it started with only six people. They invited other members of 
the community and representatives of organizations and they began to hold 
organizing meetings. A larger group of people gathered,

And we presented the problem that we wanted to form a group that we said 
would be like the fire department, which would respond in times of emergency. 
We imagined a group—not very large—but like the fire department. As soon as 
we got information that a person was being tortured in such a place, we would 
go there. Well, things evolved another way.51

While the movement focused primarily on institutional responsibility and 
change, its members remained aware of the individuals who were detained 
and tortured. They were aware that on some occasions, prisoners heard their 
voices or even saw their faces during the protest. In May 1984, they pub-
lished a flyer titled, “Messages from Jail,” that included brief comments from 
prisoners, among them, Dennis O’Mara who was jailed before his expulsion 
from Chile: “Much thanks for the support: the song and your faces showed 
your solidarity outside the gym of the First Comisaria (local jail). All of us 
are in good spirits and we send our greeting with this letter. A warm embrace 
to all of you.”

Another message from Carlos Muñoz highlighted the sense of solidarity 
between prisoners and protesters:

Thanks to everyone from the Vicaria of Solidarity for their support of us. I also 
want to encourage all of the members of the Movement to continue struggling 
against the systematic practice of torture. Receive a warm embrace from a com-
mitted Christian, even though what I am enduring is not significant.
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Although the members of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement did not literally 
rescue the prisoners in Pinochet’s torture chambers, their actions did have a 
beneficial impact on the regime’s victims.

oRGAnizAtionAL stRuCtuRe And PRinCiPLes

As the Sebastián Acevedo Movement developed, its members reflected on 
their experience and participation. They recognized the need to establish 
principles and practices for the movement. The members needed to protect 
themselves and each other from infiltration or espionage by the regime. New 
members could join the movement by invitation only. Prospective members 
were proposed and discussed by the entire group to ensure they had broad 
support. Further, the group was organized in cells. One member would com-
municate with a small group, but no one possessed a membership roster. 
Further, they communicated with each other through a series of code words 
as they prepared for an action because telephone lines were usually bugged. 
As a result of these precautions, the Movement was never infiltrated. It may 
be the only Chilean opposition group that can make that claim.52

The written principles were simple but clear. They described goals and 
strategy. They established a “big tent” approach, making the space for people 
with diverse perspectives and beliefs to join together. They established clear 
expectations for participation, contributing to the sense of group solidarity 
that was essential to the movement’s success:

Principles of the sebastián Acevedo Movement Against torture53

1. Torture is death: we commit to our action in defense of life.
2. The Sebastián Acevedo Movement is pluralist. We are Christians and 

non-Christians, believers and non-believers, from a church and from no 
church, practicing and non-practicing, socialist realists and utopian social-
ists, more radical and less radical; we are positivists, functionalists, or 
Marxists; some are involved in political parties and others not; each one 
of us has his or her own religious, political, ideological, and philosophical 
commitments.

3. We do not represent any organization or person but participate indepen-
dently, each according to our own personal decision. In sum and total, the 
Sebastián Acevedo movement is autonomous.

4. We demonstrate at the jails of the CNI (secret police) or a local jail where 
torture takes place, denouncing those who are responsible—the torturers 
and their laws. There are no lectures, there is action. The struggle of the 
Movement is testimonial.
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5. Torture is institutionalized by a regime of death. It is a support of the 
dictatorship and its crimes. It involves organisms of the state and the gov-
ernment. The struggle against torture is a struggle against institutions. The 
struggle of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement has a political content; it is 
not naïve.

6. We make decisions about the actions together and we participate freely. 
There is a commitment but not obligation. There is a mystique but not a 
sanction. Within the movement, we respect the personal decisions of every 
member and the final decision to participate and to accept certain attitudes 
and actions is personal.

7. What is the key? The place and hour are clear: The Movement is organized 
for action. The organizational structure is minimal. We are a movement, 
not an institution.54

These principles created a platform that allowed the members of the Move-
ment to engage in collective action, to take risks, and to confront their fears 
by learning to trust each other. As elsewhere in Latin America where groups 
practiced rescue efforts, the solidarity that they developed was essential to 
their campaign—both as the foundation and the result of their actions.

Elena Bergen reflected on the demonstration at the offices of the newspa-
per, El Mercurio. Her comments highlight the high degree of solidarity and 
commitment that members of the movement felt toward each other, even 
though the movement was still in its infancy:

There were many people watching, so we continued and the carabineros 
arrived. That produced a phenomenon that I don’t understand. They arrested 
one of the compañeras and put her in the police van. It occurred to someone to 
surround the van, so all 100 people surrounded it and the pacos55 couldn’t move. 
They knocked some people down to the ground and it occurred to someone to 
link arms. So we linked arms, knelt down, and began to pray. It was crazy: 100 
people, praying the “Our Father” or any other prayers that we had in our head. 
At this point, the guanaco56 arrived and started dumping water down on us. We 
continued to pray and remained like a giant ball. It dumped water on us and we 
continued singing and praying and did not stop. And the guanaco ran out of 
water. So we continued and thought, “What is going to happen to us?”

A second guanaco arrived and again water, water, water poured on us. Finally, 
we went to speak to the captain or someone who was commanding, soaked from 
head to toe because we had been receiving water for about five minutes. Pepe 
(José Aldunate) and I and others went up and said, “Let’s make a truce. We will 
withdraw if they don’t take anyone prisoner.” But he said no. Someone advised 
the Vicaría57 what was happening and a lawyer from the Vicaría arrived and 
began to negotiate with the official. He said that we were all Christians and they 
should allow us to leave. He would take personal responsibility that we did not 
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do anything. The official said, “Here’s what’s going to happen. We will go to a 
church.” There was a church nearby. “And we will do it without disorder.” So 
we formed a column about four or five across. It was the most comical thing 
because there we were—about 100 people—walking through the streets, sing-
ing, praying on the way to the church.58

In this early action, the members of the Movement learned that the regime 
was not omnipotent. While the police engaged in brutal repression, the 
protesters did not give up or strike back. They forced the police to accept a 
negotiated solution.

Not surprisingly, fear is a theme that many members of the Sebastián 
Acevedo Movement recollect in their comments about participating. José 
Aldunate remarked, “There is fear until the action begins, then you lose your 
fear totally. To sing is to affirm, ‘Here we are. We are against torture.’” The 
collective action of the Movement helped people to overcome their fears. 
Everyone that I interviewed highlighted this aspect of the movement’s activ-
ity. Three comments illustrate this dynamic:

Lilian Molina was a social worker who served a community center based in 
a Catholic parish in a working class neighborhood in Santiago. She had been 
the member of a religious order, but left the order during the years that she 
was involved in the Movement:

It helped with my personal liberation. I had tremendous fear of the pacos. But 
I realized that they could hit me, but later it would go away and they were not 
monsters. They are what they are, repressive instruments of the regime. And if 
they detained me, there was a normal process that I went through. Whenever 
you confront a problem, it becomes less of a problem. It diminishes in size. 
Under the dictatorship you felt that your life was in a game. You knew that they 
killed people, they tortured people, they detained people, but you didn’t know 
what to do. This impotence kills you. The strength of the group helps you to 
think less about solidarity with others; we acted in response to our own needs. 
It helps you protect your mental health. Solidarity with people in the movement 
helps you overcome the feeling of impotence. I was always afraid up until the 
moment when the action began. When I was with the group I felt that whatever 
happens, happens. Then my concern was that we would not be able to complete 
the program we had planned.

Bergen makes a clear connection between the personal and the social. Par-
ticipating in the movement contributed to her personal development. In fact, 
she suggests that she lost her personal sense of fear and insecurity because of 
the protection of the group.

Another member whose participation contributed to her personal develop-
ment was Irene Rojas. She got married as a teenager and was dedicated to 
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her family, rarely engaging in any public activity. Her participation in the 
Movement helped to transform her personal life by engaging in public issues. 
She is one of the few members of the movement to express an absolute com-
mitment to nonviolence.59

I began participating during the second action. I was too scared to go to the first 
one because it was at 1470 Borgoño and that scared me. So I went to the second 
one for a very pressing reason—a member of our Base Community was detained 
by the CNI. He was detained for several days and tortured. With the intercession 
of Cristian Brecht, they let him go. This is what took the fear away from me 
and I decided to participate in the second action. [My reasons for participating 
were] First, it was shame that I felt so afraid that I stayed in my home. I didn’t 
risk myself at that time. So I was ashamed that I had not done something earlier 
and perhaps prevented some of these things. My life was very confused during 
all this time, confused because it was difficult to decide to participate in things 
that were absolutely dangerous in this country. Things in which women were 
absolutely prohibited to leave the house, much less to participate in current 
events. I went through a personal process where I began to grow as a person. A 
very difficult time for me, as a person. I was married at 16 years, the first time. 
So it wasn’t until 16 years later that I began to think of myself—not what the 
church said, not what my husband said. I went through a personal transforma-
tion and realized that the history of Chile demanded that people make personal 
decisions and that if you take on that decision, it remains strong with you. So 
when I joined Sebastián Acevedo and found people who were so committed, 
so committed including that they were willing to risk their personal security, it 
seemed that I was giving very little. As a person who believed in God, believed 
in life, I felt that I needed to respond to the call. I was given life, health, good 
intelligence. I realized that I needed to respond to this deep pain.

I remember the first action that I participated in because I didn’t know what it 
meant to face the repressive forces. I knew that when they arrived, I would take 
off running. But I saw that everyone else remained and my friend took my hand 
and said, “You’re not alone. Be at peace. You are not alone.” This experience 
marked me for the rest of my participation in the Movement. I started to think 
that we are here to denounce something so horrible as the fact that they torture 
people and if someone who has been tortured could take you by the hand and 
say, “You’re not alone.” That has to give you a lot of strength.

The sense of strength that comes from the collective is part of Rojas’ tes-
timony. She also makes clear that her participation in the movement’s public 
actions expanded her sense of herself and the world in which she lived.

Claudio Escobar comes from a family of political party activists. His father 
was involved with the Popular Unity government of Salvador Allende. But 
Claudio’s convictions and actions grew out of his Christian faith more than 
his political ideology.60
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The movement helped me to develop as a man. I realized that I am not a 
superman—I’m human and I’m fearful. So these actions which place you at 
some personal risk, although it is small, helped me to overcome my limitations. 
My fear was very concrete. Sometimes I could not sleep. At other times, I got 
diarrhea. But the fear, and others have experienced the same thing is conquered 
through others. When the action began, the fear hit me. And when the pacos 
came, we took each other’s arms or sang a little louder and it passed from me. 
Or it continued to be there but it diminished a little in the presence of others. It 
was odd because many people would say to me, “When I see you, Chubby, the 
fear leaves me.” Please, I’m the most frightened of them all. Others would tell 
me that I gave them strength.

Just as the fear created by the regime was contagious, the intense courage that 
developed from denouncing and defying the regime’s abuses also affected 
other people.

ConCLusion

For eight years, the Sebastián Acevedo Movement maintained its campaign 
of nonviolent direct action and protest against the practice of torture in Chile. 
They demonstrated a remarkably high degree of commitment and solidarity 
with each other and with the individuals who were detained and tortured. 
Although they forced Chileans to confront the reality of torture and state vio-
lence, they recognized that they did not end the practice of torture in Chile; 
in fact, it likely increased every year that they protested. Reflecting on the 
movement’s effectiveness, José Aldunate took a longer view:

The movement had a significant impact. In the first place, there was the Plebi-
scite.61 When the population said “No” to Pinochet, the movement was part of 
that No because we helped to shape opinion that the government could not con-
tinue, that this was a torturing government. It also helped people to overcome 
their fears. It strengthened the protests. When they imposed a new state of siege, 
after the attempted assassination of Pinochet, we were the first to protest, in the 
Plaza where the autos were on display with the bullet holes and all. It was really 
an imprudent action, but sometimes you are more imprudent in a group than you 
would be as an individual. Another long-term result is that there will never be 
another military dictatorship in Chile. The movement has had an impact on the 
historical memory and conscience in Chile. Sebastián Acevedo will be remem-
bered as a new form of struggle.62

In addition to the impact of the movement on Chilean society, history and 
politics, the movement had a significant impact on its participants. It helped 
them to overcome fear that the regime sought to instill in the population. 
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It also helped them to overcome the sense of isolation that results from 
fear. The organizational structure and principles of the movement, although 
simple, created a sense of security that enabled the participants to take risks. 
The actions taught them to trust each other. If torture is designed to break 
down and destroy an individual’s connection to a larger world, the nonviolent 
action of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement rebuilt and expanded connec-
tions between its members and the larger world. It accomplished this through 
action—action to rescue the one who is being tortured. I close with José 
Aldunate’s remarks:

One of the greatest satisfactions is to act. It is very frustrating to talk and theo-
rize without accomplishing anything. So to do things is very liberating because 
you feel that you have risked something. Many nuns who dedicated themselves 
to the contemplative life have described the importance of participating in the 
movement for their interior life—to be able to act, to make love effective in 
action is very liberating, especially an action that costs, that demands sacrifice 
and overcoming oneself. It is a spirituality of action—an action of love, a com-
mitment to the tortured one, the most needy. I cannot imagine anyone whose 
needs are more urgent than someone who has been tortured.

We experience solidarity—an increased interest and concern for the tortured. 
The Little Prince says that love comes from action, but it is also true that actions 
come from love. When you take care of a plant with great attention, you end 
up loving the plant. The same is true with the tortured. You end up loving the 
tortured. That is the spirituality of the action. The action is a form of contempla-
tion, interest, self-giving solidarity, and union.63

In their action to rescue the victims of torture—and to touch the conscience 
of Chilean society that had accepted the institutionalized practice of torture—
the members of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against Torture risked 
their own safety in solidarity with the victims of torture. As an unexpected 
consequence, they rescued themselves from fear.
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Chapter 2

Bending the Rules

An Ambassador’s Quest to Save Lives

Pascale Bonnefoy

This chapter centers on the pivotal role played by members of the diplomatic 
corps in the aftermath of the 1973 coup in Chile that ushered in 17 years of 
military dictatorship, focusing on the Swedish Ambassador to Chile at the 
time, Harald Edelstam. Drawing from interviews with former refugees, dip-
lomatic personnel and other witnesses, and government records, this chapter 
documents Edelstam’s efforts to provide refuge to the politically persecuted 
and highlights the way in which Edelstam and the Swedish embassy secured 
the safety and exit of victims from a country under severe military repression.

Three months into General Augusto Pinochet’s military dictatorship in 
Chile, the Ambassador of Sweden in Santiago, Harald Edelstam, had fully 
exasperated the military junta. In late November 1973, the pro-government 
newspaper La Segunda headlined: “Another incident by the Red Pimpernel. 
How Long Must We Tolerate Ambassador Edelstam?”1 Three days later, the 
paper’s front page proclaimed: “Out of Dignity, the Swede Must Go.”2

The junta that had overthrown Socialist President Salvador Allende 
declared Edelstam persona non grata on December 4, 1973. Ambassador 
Edelstam had to go. By then, he had bent the rules and official protocol to pro-
vide refuge to hundreds of people, pushed other members of the diplomatic 
corps to open their embassies to asylum-seekers, and negotiated the release of 
political prisoners with Chilean military officials. As massive, indiscriminate 
human rights violations were being committed, Edelstam worked closely 
with other diplomats and humanitarian organizations, while demanding that 
the new military rulers respect his diplomatic privileges and immunities, 
which he put to the use of protecting the persecuted.

During the 17-year Pinochet dictatorship (1973–1990), the government of 
Sweden admitted nearly 30,000 Chilean refugees into its territory. Today, the 
Chilean community in Sweden has swelled to approximately 45,000, and they 
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continue to pay tribute to Edelstam, who first opened the embassy doors the 
day of the coup on September 11, 1973.

When Edelstam arrived in Stockholm after his expulsion from Chile, he 
was greeted as a hero by Chilean and Latin American refugees, but with a 
cold shoulder from the Swedish Foreign Ministry. His persistent failure to 
consult or seek authorization for his sometimes unconventional methods had 
upset his more conservative superiors in government. However, he knew he 
was fully backed by Prime Minister Ol of Palme. These diplomatic travails 
were nothing new to the ambassador.

tHe MAkinG oF A “BLACk PiMPeRneL”

Edelstam was a law graduate, a career diplomat and a descendent of Swedish 
nobles. His first diplomatic posts in the 1930s and 1940s were hot spots 
where he did not hesitate to take the side of the victims: first in fascist Italy 
(1939–1940), then Nazi Germany (1941–1942) and later in occupied Norway 
(1942–1944). In Oslo, far from being a passive, neutral observer, he con-
tributed to the resistance movement. Edelstam offered refuge to Jews and 
resistance fighters in his own residence, smuggled them out of the country, set 
up a clandestine printing press for resistance newspapers and wrote newslet-
ters “that became an important counterweight to the German-controlled Nazi 
propaganda in Norway.”3

It was in Norway that Edelstam earned the nickname the “Black Pimpernel,” 
the anger of local authorities and the unease of his superiors. “When Harald 
returned from Norway, his relationship with the Foreign Ministry had dete-
riorated and he was assigned a task that seemed more like a punishment for 
not having followed diplomatic norms: he was placed in a basement and had 
to carry out menial administrative chores,” explains Henrik Janbell, a former 
Swedish volunteer in Chile imprisoned during the Pinochet dictatorship and 
now Vice President of the Harald Edelstam Foundation in Stockholm.4

Decades later, in Chile, the military regime and its propagandists accused 
Edelstam of being a radical and pejoratively called him the “Red Pimpernel,” 
alluding to his humanitarian past. In Chile, “Edelstam seemed to relive his 
years in Oslo, when he tricked the Nazi occupiers. He would joke with us 
and say that the Germans were much more difficult [than the Chileans],” 
remarked Pepe Viñoles, a Uruguayan refugee under Swedish protection in 
Santiago in 1973.5

Edelstam climbed the diplomatic ranks in missions in Holland (1949–1952), 
Poland (1952–1953, 1956–1958), Austria (1959–1962), Turkey (1962–1966), 
Indonesia (1966–1969)—where he was deeply disturbed by the overthrow of 
President Sukarno in 1967 and the anticommunist persecution that followed, 
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and Guatemala, concurrent to El Salvador, Nicaragua, Honduras and Costa 
Rica (1969–1972). In Guatemala, Edelstam again faced problems with gov-
ernment officials for denouncing human rights abuses against indigenous 
communities and befriending guerrilla leaders.6

tHe RiGHt MAn FoR tHe JoB

Edelstam was appointed Ambassador to Chile in 1972, two years after Presi-
dent Allende took office as the first avowed Marxist in Latin America to be 
democratically elected on a platform of revolutionary change. It was no secret 
that the Swedish Social Democratic government was sympathetic to Allende, 
as was Edelstam himself: “Sweden welcomed with satisfaction and joy the 
results of the Chilean presidential election in 1970,” wrote Edelstam in a 
1983 book published in México. “The goals of Allende and the Popular Unity 
[government coalition] fully coincide with those the Swedish nation has set 
for itself. They wanted to attain, in a short period of time, what Sweden had 
achieved in 150 years of peace.”7

Almost immediately after Allende’s victory, the Swedish Parliament 
granted Chile a generous loan.8 It had already approved funds through the 

Photo 2.1 Ambassador Harald Edelstam in Guatemala, 1971. Credit: Courtesy of the 
Edelstam family.
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Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) before the 
presidential election and sent aid to Chile after the 1971 earthquake. In 1972, 
Chile was included as a program within Sweden’s cooperation system and 
over 20 volunteers from the organization Utbildning för Biståndsverksamhet 
(Education for Cooperation and Development, UBV) arrived in Chile to con-
tribute their professional skills and learn about Allende’s peaceful revolution. 
In late August 1973, less than a month before the military coup d’état, both 
Sweden and Chile signed a Cultural and Technical Cooperation Agreement.9 
The two countries also struck military deals, contributing to Edelstam’s good 
rapport with Chile’s military brass, which would soon prove to be helpful.

Edelstam landed in Santiago in October 1972. “Mr. Edelstam’s appointment 
in Chile could be a very significant, positive step in our mutual relations. . . . 
We may also assume that Ambassador Edelstam must already be sympathetic 
to Chile and the social process underway in our country,” observed Chilean 
diplomats in Stockholm.10

Edelstam arrived at the height of a deepening political and economic cri-
sis and shortly before a major transportation and business strike rattled the 
country. Against the backdrop of a United States blockade that was already 
strangulating the Chilean economy,11 the month-long strike by truckers, the 
powerful industrial and business association CPC, professional guilds and 
port workers, among others, paralyzed the country and set the stage for a 
military coup almost a year later. Chile was increasingly polarized, political 
opponents had turned into vicious enemies and the civilian and military con-
spiracy to overthrow the government, backed by the Nixon Administration,12 
was only a matter of time.

FAIT ACCoMpLI: edeLstAM And tHe CuBAns

“The Allende government had become relevant to Swedish politics and the 
coup put the entire Foreign Ministry on alert,” recalls Peter Landelius, then 
Secretary to Swedish Foreign Minister Krister Wickman. “The Ministry’s 
Department for Foreign Aid was particularly outraged, while the Political 
Department saw new clouds on the horizon.”13

The day of the coup, President Allende was dead, the presidential pal-
ace in ruins and Congress closed indefinitely. A military junta took power, 
inaugurating 17 years of dictatorship and widespread human rights viola-
tions. All civil and political rights were suspended, the press censured and a 
curfew imposed. Military bulletins began announcing the names of the “most 
wanted” former government officials and political, social and labor leaders, 
and hundreds of Allende supporters went into hiding. In the days and weeks 
that followed, thousands would be arrested; almost no one was spared from 
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some sort of mistreatment, torture or abuse. Soon, tortured bodies began to 
appear on the streets, rivers and canals. Bullet-riddled corpses piled up in 
the morgue.14 “I was shocked by the military’s treason and the brutality and 
cruelty it unleashed on a defenseless people,” wrote Edelstam a decade later.15

The Ambassador began irritating the new military rulers almost imme-
diately. The day of the coup, the Cuban embassy in Santiago was under 
military siege, and the Cubans put up armed resistance. The next day, the 
junta announced that it was breaking diplomatic ties with Cuba. The military 
agreed to end the attack on the diplomatic compound and allow the over 120 
Cuban embassy staff, family members and others in the mission that day to 
leave the country.

That evening, as the Cubans prepared to leave, a tense meeting was taking 
place inside their embassy. Cuban Ambassador Mario García, a handful of 
other ambassadors, among them Edelstam, and Chilean military officers were 
discussing the status of the Cuban diplomatic mission. Who would be left in 
charge of protecting Cuban nationals and interests after they left? Sweden 
would, Edelstam suddenly announced.

“Edelstam said he would defend with his own life the inviolability of the 
embassy, as well as Max Marambio16 and anyone else seeking asylum. . . . If 
we had left the embassy without that protection and presence, anyone who 
could have tried to take refuge there would have been arrested and eventually 
murdered. Ambassador Edelstam was an example of generosity and courage,” 
said Luis Fernández Oña, a Cuban political officer present at the embassy that 
day, and husband to one of Allende’s daughters.17

The Cubans left that night; the caravan of vehicles to the airport was 
escorted by several ambassadors, including Edelstam. The next day, the 
Swedish flag was raised on the Cuban embassy grounds and at dozens of 
offices and residences that had been used by the Cuban diplomatic mission.

Edelstam’s spontaneous decision to assume responsibility for Cuban inter-
ests in Chile ultimately saved hundreds of lives: not only did Sweden protect 
Cuban nationals in Chile and secure their exit from the country, but the Cuban 
embassy would also serve as Sweden’s main safe haven for refugees, since 
the building was much larger than the Swedish installations. The Swedes also 
took charge of a considerable fleet of vehicles that the Cubans left behind, 
along with their drivers; they would soon be put to use for transporting 
asylum-seekers.

The day after the coup, Edelstam informed his Foreign Ministry that he 
already had seven or eight refugees in the Swedish embassy. The follow-
ing day, he presented his superiors with a fait accompli that was practically 
impossible to revert: Sweden was in charge of the Cuban diplomatic mission.

Edelstam did not request authorization from the Foreign Ministry for these 
decisions. However, “the defense of Cuban interests was accepted, since it is 
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part of Sweden’s longstanding tradition to assist when other countries break 
diplomatic relations,” points out Landelius. “It was obvious for everyone that 
there was no time to ask. Nobody told Edelstam not to do what he did, or to 
undo what he had done.”

oPeninG eMBAssy dooRs

The Ambassador knew he had to act fast. He immediately went about help-
ing the Swedes and Cubans obtain the safe conduct passes from the military 
authorities that would allow them to leave the country. This included those 
who had been arrested in the capital and other cities.

Many of the volunteers from Sweden’s Education for Cooperation and 
Development organization (UBV) were working in government agencies at 
the time of the coup; some would suffer the consequences. UBV volunteer 
Henrik Janbell, who was working at the Forestry Institute, and Swedish 
academic Claes Croner were being held in the National Stadium, which 
was being used as a massive detention and torture center, while Kristian 
Lund and Maj-Lis Ohlsson were arrested in the southern city of Valdivia. 
Another Swede, Bobi Sourander, correspondent for the Swedish newspaper 
Dagens Nyheter, would be arrested on October 11 and remained a prisoner 

Photo 2.2 Ambassador Harald Edelstam meets with Cuban President Fidel Castro in 
Havana after his expulsion from Chile, January 1974. Credit: Courtesy of the Edelstam 
family.
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at the National Stadium for 12 days; he was released after several visits by 
Edelstam to the stadium. Other Swedish volunteers, such as Svante Grände, 
became involved in local leftist organizations and later engrossed the lists of 
the disappeared.18

At the same time, Edelstam opened the doors of both Swedish and Cuban 
diplomatic grounds for Chileans, including high-ranking Allende government 
officials, political and labor leaders, and scores of Latin Americans, par-
ticularly the most politically sensitive. Many Latin Americans had fled from 
military regimes in their home countries and sought asylum in Chile during 
the Allende government. Some were living in Chile with refugee status, but 
others were clandestine. Some Uruguayans had even escaped from political 
prison in their own country and were living in Chile under false names.19 
At the time of the coup, there were an estimated 13,000 to 15,000 Latin 
American refugees living in Chile.20

Hundreds of foreigners were imprisoned, particularly in the National 
Stadium.21 Edelstam sought their release under his custody, visiting the 
detention camp, negotiating with military authorities and coordinating with 
international humanitarian organizations. Those who were able to avoid arrest 
desperately tried to leave the country; many rushed to diplomatic asylum. 
According to a 1974 Amnesty International report, by mid-December 1973, 
more than 4,000 Chileans had sought asylum in foreign embassies; all but 
about 500 had been granted safe conduct passes to leave the country by then.22

tWo HundRed PoLitiCAL ReFuGees

On September 28, 1973, Swedish Foreign Minister Wickman informed the 
military junta that his country was willing to receive 200 foreign political 
refugees and assume responsibility for their travel arrangements, “based on 
Sweden’s traditional policy of neutrality and humanitarianism.” That day, 
Edelstam informed the Chilean Foreign Ministry of his country’s offer and 
requested authorization to select the 200 future refugees himself.23

Over the following week, the ambassador selected dozens of people to be 
admitted as refugees in Sweden and requested the safe conduct passes that 
would allow them to leave the embassy grounds and travel abroad safely 
under diplomatic protection. Many of them were Latin Americans detained 
in the National Stadium and often members of radical leftist organizations 
who were in imminent danger or would not be accepted in other embassies.

On October 3, Edelstam requested safe conduct passes for 23 Bolivians—
almost half of them still imprisoned in the National Stadium, who would 
compose “the first group of the quota” of 200 refugees. The next day, he 
requested an additional 59 passes for Latin Americans in the stadium.24 The 
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safe conduct passes were not approved for another month. Around the same 
time, the Swedish government raised the number to 500, and a month later to 
600; by January 1974, the Swedish government had offered political asylum 
to 700 people.25

RequestinG BACk-uP

Given the magnitude and urgency of the events, Edelstam requested more 
funds and personnel from the Swedish Foreign Ministry and specifically 
asked for diplomat Ulf Hjertonsson, who had recently served at the embassy 
in Santiago (1967–1970) and was back in Sweden. Coincidentally, Edelstam’s 
younger brother, Axel, headed the ministry’s Political Department in charge 
of Latin American affairs.

Diplomat Ingemar Lindahl was flown in from the Swedish embassy in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina, and Hjertonsson from Stockholm to temporarily 
assist the embassy in Santiago. By the time Hjertonsson arrived on Septem-
ber 20, there were about 40 refugees of different ages and nationalities in the 
Swedish embassy, and about 300 in the Cuban embassy, he said.26 “All of 
this implied a huge logistical task,” said Hjertonsson. “We spent hours talk-
ing about how to solve problems regarding food for the refugees, beds and 
places to sleep, how to obtain medical assistance for the ill. Edelstam was 
phenomenal in all of this, distributing tasks to everyone. The staff assumed 
them very responsibly.”27

Other non-diplomats offered their help independently. Three Swedish 
women residing in Santiago began assisting the embassy: the wife of Swedish 
consul Peter Ahlgren, Eva Ahlgren, Sonja Martinsson and Lilian Indseth 
would play crucial roles alongside Edelstam in the protection of refugees. 
Swedish journalist Bengt Oldenburg also volunteered assistance. At the time, 
he was working in Buenos Aires, Argentina and had met Edelstam on previ-
ous trips to Chile. They saw each other in Santiago shortly after the coup and 
Edelstam asked him to help. Oldenburg moved temporarily to Santiago.

“Edelstam had me live in a home that had been previously used by a 
Cuban diplomatic official. My duties included receiving refugees, distribut-
ing them to the different offices and homes and making sure they were safe. 
I also assisted in relations with the media and with other diplomats,” said 
Oldenburg.28

One of the UBV volunteers, Rolf Bengtsson, an electronic engineer 
working at the University of Chile’s Faculty of Science, offered to help the 
embassy with the myriad of tasks involved. Edelstam put him in charge of 
the Cuban consulate building. Within days, it was full of refugees—first other 
Latin Americans and later Chileans. At its peak, the consulate would provide 
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shelter to about 50 asylees: “I lived on the grounds permanently. I was respon-
sible for distributing food and there were people in charge of cleaning and 
cooking. I even taught some basic Swedish to prepare them for their trip to 
Sweden,” said Bengtsson.29

Swedish actress Birgitta Frisk was studying at the Catholic University’s Art 
School in Santiago at the time and offered to help the embassy. For months 
she was put in charge of a group of Uruguayan refugees in one of the Cuban 
buildings and had to help one of them give birth to twins. “I had to adapt my 
desk to receive them,” she said.30

They were all granted diplomatic status to facilitate their work. On October 
17, Ambassador Edelstam informed the Chilean Foreign Ministry that he 
would also assume the position of Consul “in order to take care of the 
interests and protection of citizens in detention or in danger of being so.”31 
Wilkens, Lindahl and Oldenburg were appointed Adjunct Consuls for the 
same purpose.

sWedisH “teRRitoRy”

During the first few months after the coup, Edelstam “worked without pause,” 
says Martin Wilkens, First Secretary of the Embassy at the time. “He negoti-
ated the freedom of political prisoners from the National Stadium; clandes-
tinely transported people who were being persecuted in the trunk of his car; 
and deliberately defamed the military regime with undiplomatic statements 
to the international press.”32

Marcela Ballara, a Chilean leftist who had sought refuge at the Swedish 
embassy a few days after the coup, recalls that it was common for embassy 
officials to hang towels from the balconies of the embassy as a signal that the 
coast was clear during the short lapse of time when the police guards in the 
perimeter changed shifts. They would then open the gates to asylum-seekers. 
“When we saw the towels we got out of the car and rushed to the gate, but 
some armed civilians appeared out of nowhere and came upon us. Fortunately, 
Edelstam was driving up. He opened the door of his car and pushed us inside. 
The Ambassador stood next to the car, put his arm on top of it and told them 
that his car was Swedish territory and they couldn’t violate it,” she said.33

The issue of diplomatic immunity for embassy vehicles was a permanent 
source of friction with the military. Ambassador Edelstam, backed by his 
Indian colleague, demanded the police and military respect the diplomatic 
immunity that also extended to their means of transportation, according to the 
1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations ratified by Chile.34

In early November, the junta distributed a note to the diplomatic corps, 
the military and the police, asserting its right to search diplomatic vehicles, 
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claiming that according to its interpretation of international treaties, they did 
not enjoy immunity.35 But Edelstam paid no attention. He used diplomatic 
cars to pick up asylum-seekers from their hideouts and sneak them into the 
embassy, either disguised or hidden in the trunk. Or he drove out during 
curfew hours to the homes of his asylees to pick up things for them or speak 
with their families. On several occasions, he went there with the refugees 
themselves.

Boris Benado had entered the Swedish embassy on September 15 to sign 
the book of condolences for the death of Swedish King Gustav VI Adolf, or at 
least that was the excuse. Then and there, he requested and was granted politi-
cal asylum. Days later, Edelstam took him along to pick up his brother, who 
was in hiding. Another day, they again drove out together to pick up the wives 
of the two brothers and their small children. They would all be sheltered in 
the Cuban embassy under Swedish protection.36

Anatailde Paula de Crêspo, a Brazilian resident of Santiago, was arrested 
by the police and taken to the National Stadium on September 20. Her hus-
band, also Brazilian, and their two children, born in Cuba, were able to seek 
refuge in the Cuban embassy under Swedish protection. “Edelstam went to 
the stadium several times to ask about me but the military said they knew 
nothing. He never stopped insisting until I was finally released. He gave me 
life,” she says.37 A few days later, Edelstam took her to her apartment to pick 
up some clothes. “He was driving and I was next to him trying to appear nor-
mal. He told me that if the military stopped the car, he would tell them that I 
was his wife and didn’t speak Spanish,” she recalls.

Edelstam made a point of frequently visiting the asylees in the different 
buildings to check on how they were and ask about their needs. He would 
often spend the night with them, right on the floor, especially in the often-
besieged Cuban mission. “He always spoke to us with affection and sincer-
ity; he was concerned about our health and state of mind. Edelstam would 
take time to lift our spirits and ask us things. I also think he was very brave, 
because he had to put up with the insults of the military outside every time he 
arrived,” said Hebert Corbo, a Uruguayan released under Swedish protection 
from the National Stadium in October.38

BendinG tHe tRutH

It was the only way Edelstam figured he could take 4-year-old Marina 
Teitelboim, daughter of Communist senator Volodia Teitelboim, out of the 
country. Her parents were in Moscow on an official mission when Allende 
was overthrown and the child needed to be reunited with them. Two days 
after the coup, Marina was taken to the Swedish embassy, but Edelstam later 
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transferred her to the Cuban mission, “because there were more children to 
play with there.”39

The girl could not be taken out of the country under her real name: “So 
Edelstam made up a false name for me. . . . He made me half-Swedish, half-
Bolivian.40 Expert hairdressers made me rounded braids and I was dressed up 
like a typical girl from La Paz. . . . Ambassador Edelstam trained me in case 
the police at the airport asked me anything so that I would never mention my 
father’s real name,” she recalled.41 Marina was questioned at the airport but 
practically did not utter a word. “Then two young women from SAS airlines 
came to get me and Edelstam accompanied me up to the plane, left me seated 
and said goodbye,” she said. She did not speak again for an entire month.

Four years later, when Marina was eight, she received a letter from 
Edelstam, who was then Ambassador in Algeria. Edelstam ended his let-
ter saying: “The plane took off with you and in a way I was happy but also 
sad, because you had been very brave and a good companion and I would 
miss you. I hope we will meet again someday, hopefully in a free and happy 
Chile.”42

A sense oF HistoRy

The Swedish embassy also rescued crucial archival material. During the 
Allende government, film director Patricio Guzmán had been working on a 
documentary, recording the revolutionary process as it unfolded. However, 
sensing a coup was imminent after a brief military uprising in late June 1973, 
Guzmán and his producer Federico Elton took the over 200 tins of film foot-
age and hid them in a trunk at a relative’s home. Around seven tins were left 
at Guzmán’s own house.43

After the coup, Guzmán was arrested and sent to the National Stadium. 
The tins, meanwhile, needed to be smuggled out of the country, and Edelstam 
agreed to ship the negatives abroad. The Ambassador asked Lilian Indseth to 
coordinate with Elton to discreetly deliver the tins to the embassy. “Lilian 
would arrive in a diplomatic car and I would get in with the tins wrapped in 
newspapers. I handed her 10 to 15 tins at a time. We took a lot of precautions,” 
said Elton. This lasted several weeks.

In November, Edelstam put the tins in 27 diplomatic pouches and person-
ally oversaw their loading on a ship called Río de Janeiro, in the port of 
Valparaíso, said Elton. When the tins arrived in Stockholm a month and a 
half later, Guzmán—who had been released from prison by then, Elton and 
Edelstam, already expelled from Chile, were waiting at the dock. “Edelstam 
had realized the historical importance of this material. He told us that he had 
kept the negatives next to his bed the whole time,” says Elton.44
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The three-part documentary, entitled “The Battle of Chile,” was produced 
by the Cuban Film Institute ICAIC in 1975 and won six major film awards 
in Europe and Latin America.45 The cameraman who filmed Allende’s revo-
lution, Jorge Müller, was arrested by Pinochet’s secret intelligence agency 
DINA in November 1974 and remains disappeared.

MiLitARy HARAssMent

The embassy grounds—particularly the Cuban buildings—were under con-
stant military and police surveillance and often suffered attacks. The mildest 
harassment included cutting off water, telephone and electricity services. 
Some Cuban offices were also vandalized. On September 14, armed civilians 
broke into the Cuban commercial bureau and stole a typewriter, office sup-
plies and furniture. Weeks later, on October 8, 20 members of the military 
broke into a Cuban apartment under Swedish protection. It was the third 
time the military raided the same office, Edelstam complained to the Chilean 
Foreign Ministry.46

It was common for the military to intimidate embassy staff as they entered 
the grounds. On more than one occasion, the military tried to enter the Cuban 
embassy by force, once rolling into its grounds with a tank. Edelstam per-
sonally stopped it from advancing, recalls Marcela Ballara, a refugee there. 
“Harald stood in front of the tank and told the officer: If you want to come in, 
you’ll have to run me over,” she said.

Refugees often heard shots fired from the outside directed at the embassy 
building. The most serious incident occurred in December 1973, when Edel-
stam was already back in Sweden. A shot fired toward the embassy injured 
Rolando Calderón, a former government official and refugee there, in the 
head. Sweden sent a doctor to treat him but the government refused to autho-
rize his intervention and had Calderón operated in the Military Hospital. 
Calderón survived and eventually returned to Swedish protection.

Not even Swedish citizens were exempt. On November 6, Margareta 
Sourander, wife of Swedish journalist Bobi Sourander, was arrested with 
two Chilean drivers of the Cuban embassy as they tried to enter the grounds. 
Military patrols were letting only people with Swedish diplomatic passports 
enter the Cuban embassy, and none of them had one. Two Embassy officials 
were impeded by the police from leaving their homes to consult about what 
had happened, and their phones were cut. They were later barred from visit-
ing the detainees and the government refused to provide reasons for the arrest.

This situation outraged Edelstam as well as Prime Minister Palme, who 
informed the Swedish Parliament of the events, and reflected: “The bottom 
line is this: Allende’s victory in the 1970 elections gave the poor hope of a 
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better society and greater human dignity. These hopes were quashed with 
violence. . . . The overthrow of a government elected by the people in Chile 
has raised the question of whether, in general, it is possible to carry out pro-
found changes in a poor and unfair society without having privileged groups 
resorting to violence.”47

Edelstam did what he often did when colliding with the military: he called 
the international press. The more media coverage it got, he believed, the 
more protection. Edelstam’s statements to foreign journalists about these 
arrests angered Chilean officials, who accused him of seeking publicity. 
They also claimed that asylees in the Cuban embassy had fired on military 
patrols in the exterior. “Edelstam has apparently been extremely outspoken 
with members of foreign press corps in his condemnation of new Chilean 
government,” wrote the United States Deputy Chief of Mission in Chile at the 
time, Herbert Thompson, in a confidential telegram to the State Department. 
“He has, according to some Chileans, purposefully fostered and revelled in 
his ‘Scarlet Pimpernel’ image. Over past weeks Edelstam has engaged in a 
number of altercations with Government of Chile officials, including one in 
which he reportedly pushed aside military guards at Cuban Embassy who 
wanted to inspect documents of passengers he was bringing into compound,” 
he informed.48

FoRCinG otHeRs to ACt

Other European embassies in Santiago also opened their doors to asylum-
seekers, among them France, Finland, Belgium, Holland, Italy and Swit-
zerland. Latin American nations such as México, Venezuela, Argentina, 
Colombia and Panama did the same, but many others were under military 
rule themselves and were therefore not an option. Most Eastern European 
nations broke diplomatic ties with Chile after the coup and therefore had no 
representation in Santiago, although they did welcome and assist hundreds 
of Chilean exiles in their countries. The United States, which supported the 
Chilean junta, refused to provide refuge or shelter in its Embassy in Santiago 
to anyone, not even to their own imperiled citizens.49

The Swedish ambassador harshly criticized other diplomats or interna-
tional organizations he did not believe were doing enough in light of the 
ongoing human rights violations. “Early on, Edelstam led diplomatic efforts 
to force the junta to respect the right of asylum and for greater interaction 
with the embassies of non-Latin American countries,” recalls Lindahl.50 
Weeks into the dictatorship, the Norwegian embassy had not admitted any 
refugees. “Edelstam believed that this was due to the personal position of the 
ambassador [August Fleischer], whom he considered to be reactionary and 
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pro-Junta,” said Rolf Bengtsson. “We spoke about this and came up with a 
plan to try to get people inside their embassy and force it to act.”

The plan was somewhat extravagant and not free of risk for the asylum-
seekers themselves. Edelstam and Bengtsson would mount two parallel 
operations. The ambassador took two Chilean refugees in his car and dropped 
them off a short distance from the Norwegian embassy. There were no guards 
or police in the perimeter, because the Norwegian embassy had no need for it. 
While Edelstam waited in his car, the Chileans rang at the gate and requested 
asylum. However, they were turned down and had to return to Edelstam’s car.

Meanwhile, Bengtsson drove a Bolivian couple near the Norwegian 
embassy, and their strategy was to enter the grounds by climbing over a wall. 
They were able to enter and request asylum, but the Norwegian Ambassador 
called the police and a patrol arrived to arrest them. “But we had arranged 
for two Swedish journalists—Jan Sandquist and Bobi Sourander51—to stand 
by and register the scene,” recalls Bengtsson. “Before the Bolivian couple 
was taken out of the embassy by the police, these reporters confronted the 
diplomats, saying that what they were doing was wrong. The Bolivians ended 
up staying in the embassy, but the next day the front pages of Swedish and 
Norwegian papers carried the story of how the Norwegian ambassador was 
handing over refugees to the police.”

The Norwegian government subsequently sent diplomat Frode Nilsen 
to Chile as a “special Asylum Envoy,” and opened the embassy doors; 
by mid-November, the Norwegian embassy had a dozen refugees.52 “This 
action totally changed the Norwegian embassy’s policy on political asylum. 
Edelstam and I were very happy,” said Bengtsson.

ReFuGee netWoRk

Ambassador Edelstam’s efforts were not isolated. As he and other diplomats 
took in asylum-seekers and negotiated safe conduct passes, many Chileans, 
individually or through political, social or church organizations, were set-
ting in motion a modern day underground railroad, providing temporary safe 
houses and logistical support and securing contacts to get people under dip-
lomatic protection or out of the country. International agencies and religious 
organizations set up refugee centers, assisted families of the persecuted, and 
convinced the new regime to respect the rights of refugees.

For the first time in its history, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) opened refugee centers in the same country undergoing 
conflict. The Swiss Ernest Schlatter headed the Chile mission. In 1973–1974, 
the UNHCR Santiago resettled about 2,600 foreign refugees, helped those 
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opting for repatriation to return to their countries of origin, and assisted the 
ones who chose to remain in Chile.53

In early October 1973, the junta authorized the creation of the National 
Committee to Assist Refugees (CONAR, in Spanish), a Chilean ecumenical 
group presided by the German Lutheran Bishop Helmut Frenz.54 CONAR 
worked in coordination with the UNHCR, the International Committee 
of the Red Cross and the Intergovernmental Committee for European 
Migration (ICEM)55 to assist foreigners and Chileans, including those still 
in detention. CONAR was authorized to operate through February 1974, and 
during that period helped 4,442 people leave the country,56 with funds from 
the UNHCR and the World Council of Churches.

seCuRinG sAFe ConduCt PAsses

Getting the junta to respect the bounds of diplomatic immunity and the rights 
of refugees was one thing, but obtaining safe conduct passes to take them 
out of the country was an entirely different matter, especially for people 
the military regime considered “extremists,” “terrorists” or even “common 
criminals.” Despite the vast network of people and organizations mobilized 
to provide a safe exit from Chile, there was a fundamental problem. Sweden, 
as the rest of Europe, was not part of the 1954 Convention on Diplomatic 
Asylum, ratified by about half of Latin American countries.57 This did not 
mean that they could not offer diplomatic asylum, but that the host country—
Chile, in this case—had no obligation to respect it, and much less authorize 
the safe conduct passes that would allow refugees to leave the embassy 
grounds and the country under diplomatic protection. These passes were 
issued by the Foreign Ministry’s Office of Protocol.

As of early October, the regime had repeatedly refused to grant a pass to 
the prominent Communist labor leader Luis Figueroa, claiming he was a 
“common criminal seeking to evade justice.”58 A few days later, Edelstam 
moved Figueroa to his personal residence. Axel Edelstam, the ambassador’s 
brother in the Swedish Foreign Ministry, intervened in the matter. He met 
with Víctor Rioseco, Chile’s Chargé d’Affaires in Stockholm, and told him 
that if his government refused to grant Figueroa a safe conduct pass, Sweden 
would allow him to stay in the diplomatic mission as long as necessary. But, 
he warned, if that were to happen, it would seriously damage Chile’s inter-
national image, because Sweden and other European nations would call for a 
general protest that would lead to massive demonstrations against the Chilean 
junta.59 Figueroa was finally authorized to leave with diplomatic protection 
in 1974.
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Edelstam used a variety of tactics to obtain “courtesy safe conducts.” 
Requests through regular diplomatic channels were often accompanied by 
direct conversations or negotiations with the Foreign Ministry’s Office of 
Protocol, a “slow and difficult process,” according to Bengtsson. Thanks to 
the contacts he had made during his prior post in Chile, Ulf Hjertonsson was 
able to arrange a meeting with the director of the Carabineros police force, 
Gen. César Mendoza, whom Edelstam considered to be more flexible than the 
other members of the military junta. “The meeting wasn’t the most pleasant 
I’ve had in my diplomatic career, but we did obtain about 40 safe conducts,” 
said Hjertonsson.60

Edelstam also sought the collaboration of Latin American embassies 
that could invoke the Convention on Diplomatic Asylum to request the safe 
conduct passes. The Venezuelan and Mexican embassies, among others, 
would ask for passes for refugees who were actually under the protection of 
the Swedes. “We were good friends [with Edelstam] and agreed to help us 
mutually,” said former Mexican ambassador Gonzalo Martínez. “I offered 
to do what we ended up doing: he would take his ‘asylees’ to the doors of 
the Mexican embassy, where I would receive them. We would send them to 
México, and there he would make sure they were transferred to Sweden.”61

Another means of exit was through tourism agencies, which at the time were 
allowed to do the paperwork to obtain passports for travelers. “We requested 
passports for the refugees through these agencies, which weren’t aware of 
who they really were. To our surprise, we got about 50 Chilean passports. 
This worked especially in cases of people who were from other cities and 
their background information wasn’t in Santiago. I accompanied them to the 
government office to pick up the passports, because they had to do it person-
ally, and then to the airport. We would usually send them as tourists, without 
need of a safeconduct, to Buenos Aires, where they would make contact with 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,” explained Bengtsson.

Edelstam even exploited General Pinochet’s diplomatic blunders. On 
October 29, General Pinochet sent the Swedish embassy a greeting card for 
King Gustav VI Adolf’s birthday; however, the king had died over a month 
earlier. “This was a diplomatic gaffe we were able to use for a long time. 
During the most complex discussions over safeconducts and other problems, 
we would shake our heads very seriously, suggesting to government officials 
that we could send the junta president’s unfortunate greeting card to the mon-
archy,” said Lindahl.62

One day, Hjertonsson suggested to Edelstam that they invite officials from 
the Office of Protocol to dinner at the Swedish residence “as a way to thank 
them for their favors.” After dinner, the hosts and guests from the Foreign 
Ministry sat down in the living room when the doorbell rang. In came a dis-
guised Miria Contreras, known as “Payita,” Allende’s secretary and confidant, 
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for whom the military was searching intensely. They had even offered a reward 
for her capture. “We were very frightened because it was a very complicated 
situation. Harald, very calm, stood up, excused himself and accompanied her 
upstairs. When he returned downstairs, he offered the Head of Protocol a 
good Cuban cigar. We had a lot of cigars thanks to the Cuban embassy,” he 
recalls.63 Edelstam hid Contreras in the third floor of the Cuban embassy. No 
one was allowed there and not even the other refugees knew of her presence 
in the embassy. The military junta would not find out for another two months.

perSonA non GrATA

Ambassador Edelstam was facing resistance from his superiors at the 
Swedish Foreign Ministry. Some officials felt that the Chilean left was using 
him and that his behavior was reckless. “Edelstam was never a star in the 
eyes of his colleagues, and at times he was seen as a nuisance. Chile was the 
most eminent example of the latter,” said Peter Landelius. The Ambassador 
was especially shunned by the ministry’s Director of Political Affairs, Count 
Wilhelm Wachtmeister, a conservative, old-school diplomat who never con-
cealed his dislike of the ambassador and his methods. “I knew Edelstam 
was receiving telegrams with instructions from the Foreign Ministry, but he 
largely ignored them. He believed the fascist military had committed serious 
crimes, violated the constitution and destroyed democracy and that upset 
him profoundly. He said the situation in Chile was extremely dangerous and 
exceptional and that required taking actions and positions that were also 
exceptional,” said Bengtsson.

However, Edelstam knew he was fully backed by Prime Minister Palme, as 
well as by much of Swedish public opinion. “Harald was always supported by 
Olof Palme, whom he had known for years,” wrote Edelstam’s son Erik many 
years later. “Lisbet Palme [the Prime Minister’s wife] told me how Harald 
would call their home at night. Olof Palme would sit in the kitchen and they 
would discuss over the phone what to do and how to save more lives. That’s 
why Harald felt absolutely confident and could receive the angry criticism 
from Wilhem Wachtmeister without much concern. But he had no support 
from the Swedish Foreign Ministry. His brother Axel was the only one there 
who supported him. Everyone else wanted him to return to Sweden.”64

In Chile, Edelstam was object of a bitter political and media campaign to 
discredit him and portray him as a pawn of the left. Chilean newspapers loyal 
to the new military rulers published a number of articles decrying his actions, 
with insinuations that Chileans would boycott the Scandinavian airline SAS, or 
accusations that other European diplomats were facing criticism in their home 
countries for not adopting similar positions. Already in mid-October of 1973, 
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the Foreign Ministry’s Director of Protocol Tobías Barros had to deny rumors 
that Chile would declare Edelstam persona non grata, which essentially meant 
that he would be expelled from the country. These rumors, wrote the pro-junta 
newspaper La Tercera, “were based on certain attitudes that the diplomat has 
maintained since the military pronouncement last September 11.”65

The regime was particularly infuriated by the release under Swedish 
protection of 54 Uruguayans detained at the National Stadium on October 
16. Although the paperwork and logistics of the massive release of foreign 
prisoners to the Swedish embassy had been in preparation for weeks, with the 
coordination and acquiescence of Chilean military officials, the Uruguayan 
embassy and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, three 
prisoners had slipped through the cracks.66 The three, which included Hebert 
Corbo, were considered “extremists” who were to be prosecuted by a military 
court, and not released to the Swedish embassy.

During a meeting with the ambassadors of Peru and France to discuss 
the issue of safe conduct passes, Chile’s Foreign Minister Ismael Huerta 
reportedly called Edelstam a “provocateur.” According to a “Latin American 
colleague” of United States Deputy Chief of Mission in Chile, Herbert 
Thompson, “Huerta was particularly upset by Edelstam’s performance at the 
National Stadium, where he apparently bluffed military authorities into turn-
ing over to him a number of Uruguayan prisoners without having previously 
received appropriate authorization and safeconducts from the Ministry of 
Foreign Relations.”67

In early November, in a telegram to Washington, Thompson described 
rising tensions between Edelstam and the Chilean junta. A source within 
the Chilean Foreign Ministry, he said, had mentioned that the junta wanted 
to declare Edelstam persona non grata, but that “given Chile’s international 
image problem this may not be advisable.” Thompson then remarked:

Foreign Ministry professionals’ view that Chile should try to avoid expelling 
Edelstam may not be taken to heart by GOC. There is group of military officers 
pressuring junta for permission to get into Cuban Embassy primarily to look 
at arms cache and communications hardware they believe to be there. While 
it would appear GOC is not about to attack building as Edelstam’s press state-
ments would indicate, possibility for further incidents—perhaps even involving 
gunfire—are very real. GOC spokesman’s Nov 7 statement may have been 
simple warning to Edelstam or may be justificatory prelude to his expulsion. 
(One report from untested source indicates junta has already decided to expel 
Edelstam.)68

One particular episode in late November marked the last straw for the 
military regime. In a scene fit for a movie, Edelstam, embassy officials, French 
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Ambassador Pierre de Menthon, and a UNHCR representative sustained a lit-
eral tug-of-war with the military and police in the hallways of a health clinic 
over a stretcher with a Uruguayan refugee under Swedish protection, Mirtha 
Fernández. She had been rushed to the clinic for an emergency medical pro-
cedure the day before. An army captain in charge of the patrol pointed a gun 
at Edelstam and the police eventually took over the stretcher with Fernández 
and arrested her. In the struggle, Edelstam was pushed and fell to the floor.69

The incident sparked the immediate protest of the Swedish government, 
with an equally vehement response from Chile. The Chilean Foreign Ministry 
presented “its most formal protest for the repeated behavior of the head of that 
Diplomatic Mission, which in no way corresponds with diplomatic practices 
and does not contribute to strengthening the cordial relations that have always 
existed between Chile and Sweden.”70 The regime claimed that Edelstam had 
not requested appropriate authorization to transfer Fernández to the clinic.

The junta complained about Edelstam to the Swedish government through 
its Ambassador in Brussels, Carlos Valenzuela, who traveled to Stockholm to 
meet with Foreign Minister Sven Andersson.71 According to a telex describ-
ing that meeting, Andersson said that regarding the question of refugees, 
Edelstam had the complete support of his government, but admitted that 
his behavior “seems to have strayed” from “usual diplomatic practices.” 
Valenzuela then told Andersson that Chile had allowed several countries to 
take in refugees, even though they were not signatories to the Convention 
on Diplomatic Asylum, but that only Sweden was a “problem,” “due to the 
unfriendly behavior of the Ambassador, and so it was up to the government 
of Sweden to take the appropriate measures.”72

In a follow up cable the next day, the Chilean embassy in Stockholm 
informed Santiago that the issue of granting safe conduct passes for refugees 
was being hampered by Edelstam’s conduct and the Swedish government 
had to do something about it. “The Minister [Andersson] told me, liter-
ally: ‘I perfectly understand what you are saying,’” reported Valenzuela.73 
Valenzuela commented that during a private meeting with political officer 
Knut Thyberg,74 the latter remarked that “there were ambassadors who acted 
like politicians” and that their ambassadors in Hanoi and Santiago “had cre-
ated serious problems for the government.” Thyberg told him that Foreign 
Minister Andersson “shared that concern.”75

Count Wachtmeister was sent to Santiago on December 2 to resolve the 
matter, and met with Foreign Minister Huerta. With Wachtmeister still in 
Santiago, on December 4 the Chilean government declared Edelstam persona 
non grata. Asked by reporters about the reasons behind the decision, the 
Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs, Enrique Carvallo, was brief: “In these 
cases we have no comment.”76
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After receiving notice of this from the Office of Protocol, Edelstam sent a 
note back to Chile’s Foreign Ministry to request safe conduct passes for Miria 
Contreras, her daughter, son in law and their small son. For the first time, the 
junta would have evidence of where “Payita” had been hiding.

The same day Edelstam was declared persona non grata, the Chilean 
government issued a circular to all resident diplomatic missions of countries 
that were not signatory to the Convention on Diplomatic Asylum stating that 
since public order was now “completely assured,” there was no longer any 
reason for the presence of “guests” in these missions. No more “courtesy” 
safe conduct passes for “guests” would be issued after December 11, said the 
circular, and asylees would have to use regular exit procedures to leave the 
country. This circular, said the U.S. embassy in Santiago in a telegram to the 
State Department, “reflects hardening Government of Chile attitude toward 
the role of European missions in asylee problem.”77

Edelstam returned to Stockholm less than a week later. With him trav-
eled 20 political refugees from the Swedish embassy, most of them Latin 
American.78 In 2007, Wachtmeister wrote in retrospect:

Our ambassador in Santiago, Harald Edelstam, assumed a very militant atti-
tude towards the Pinochet government. . . . He acted as a sort of miniature 
Wallenberg. Any dialogue with the Chilean government, given the circum-
stances, was made difficult, and the work of the embassy was impossible given 
the number of refugees there. . . . Edelstam was not very receptive to the instruc-
tions of the Foreign Ministry. He was driven by his own humanitarian passion 
and a fervent animosity, supported by radical circles in Stockholm. . . . Chile’s 
decision to expel Edelstam relieved the Swedish government from the need to 
send him home. An untenable situation received a convenient solution and Chile 
ended up being the villain in this drama.79

Carl-Johan Groth was called in from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to assume 
as Chargé d’Affaires in Santiago on December 10. He followed Edelstam’s 
general policies on refugees, but acted discreetly to avoid angering local 
authorities. It was he who had to negotiate safe conduct passes for the 
most controversial of embassy “guests,” among them Miria Contreras, Luis 
Figueroa and Max Marambio. Most refugees in the Swedish and Cuban dip-
lomatic missions were able to leave the country by mid-1974.

ReMeMBeRinG edeLstAM

Back in Europe, Edelstam received a warm welcome from the grateful 
Chilean and other Latin American refugees he had helped save and partici-
pated actively in the Chilean solidarity movement. “He did this as a private 
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person, not as a representative of Sweden, but it must have irritated his col-
leagues, and possibly also the Swedish Government,” said Landelius.

In Stockholm, Edelstam faced harsh criticism from his colleagues, 
particularly Wachtmeister “because he had not obeyed the ministry’s instruc-
tions and for having saved the lives of communists and revolutionaries,” said 
Henrik Janbell. But he was also shunned by members of his own family and 
childhood friends, “who saw him as a class traitor,” said Janbell. Over a year 
later, Edelstam was appointed ambassador to Algeria, his last post before 
retiring in 1980.

Harald Edelstam died of cancer on April 16, 1989 at the age of 76 and was 
buried in the cemetery of Ekerö, a municipality outside Stockholm. “He died 
a rather lonely man, as many of his friends and colleagues turned their backs 
to him after his civil disobedience as the Swedish Ambassador in Chile. My 
grandfather is better known and more appreciated in Sweden today than when 
he returned from Chile in 1973, and he has received some redress. However, 
he is still more regarded as a hero internationally than in Sweden,” said 
Caroline Edelstam, the former ambassador’s granddaughter.80

Despite being the subject of several books and a fictional movie81 based on 
his experience in Chile, Edelstam’s humanitarian work as a rescuer is not well 

Photo 2.3 Ambassador Harald Edelstam at a demonstration in solidarity with Chile in 
Glasgow, Scotland, 1974. Credit: Courtesy of the Edelstam family.
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known in Sweden. His life and diplomatic efforts are kept alive primarily by 
a few family members and the Swedish and Latin Americans he rescued from 
persecution in Chile.

In Uruguay, former refugees named a park avenue in his honor in 2005, 
while in Chile, the San Miguel municipal library in the capital carries 
his name. Chilean human rights activists founded the Harald Edelstam 
Corporation, which, among other activities, has organized commemora-
tions, and in April 2015 unveiled a “Human Rights Sculpture” in a small 
plaza in the Municipality of Providencia in Santiago, with a plaque honoring 
Edelstam’s defense of human rights.

In Sweden, a group of Chilean exiles founded the Edelstam Association in 
2008. A year later, the Association created the Edelstam Foundation, presided 
by Caroline Edelstam. Since 2012, the Foundation awards the Edelstam Prize 
to a nominee “who has acted in Ambassador Harald Edelstam’s spirit” and 
shown “outstanding capabilities in analysing and handling complex situations 
and in finding ways, even unconventional and creative ones, to defend Human 
Rights.”82

In May 2016, during a visit to the Swedish Parliament, Chilean President 
Michelle Bachelet donated a sculpture of Edelstam in appreciation for his 
humanitarian actions in Chile after the military coup. “There are notable 
people whose deeds and values persist through time and are kept alive in the 
memory of societies. Harald Edelstam is one of those people. He saved many 
Latin American and Swedish lives in Chile during military dictatorship, risk-
ing his own personal safety. That’s why he remains in our hearts,” she stated.83

The first civilian president after Chile’s dictatorship, Patricio Aylwin 
(1990–1994), posthumously awarded Edelstam the Bernardo O’Higgins 
Order in recognition of his humanitarian assistance after the coup.84 Caroline 
Edelstam received it on behalf of her grandfather. “He received the order as 
an evidence of his extraordinary deeds in the defense of human rights,” she 
said. “My grandfather’s spirit is with me every day—the sentiment that the 
stronger ones must help the weaker ones. We must believe in humanity and its 
willingness to change. We need to find inspiration in order to be courageous 
and we need the stronger persons to show us the way. My grandfather was 
such a man, an inspirer, even if he was just an ordinary grandfather to me.”
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Appendix 1 “Letter to Marina Teitelboim.” Four years after helping four-year-old Marina 
Teitelboim leave Chile to reunite with her parents in Moscow, Harald Edelstam wrote her 
a letter. Credit: Courtesy of Marina Teitelboim.

(Letterhead) Royal Embassy of Sweden

Argelia, 22 February 1978

Dear Marina,
It’s been four and a half years since you arrived at the residence of the 
Swedish Embassy in Santiago and I later took you to the Cuban mis-
sion under our custody. I took you there because there were many other 
children like you with whom you could play. Your brother was also there.

We became good friends and you seemed to be happy playing the chil-
dren, giving me the impression that you were oblivious to the fact that the 
mission was surrounded by soldiers armed with machine guns pointing at 
the Embassy. During dinner we used to sing your beautiful Chilean songs 
and once a week we all danced to keep up our morale.

And then the day came when your departure was made possible. You 
had a Swedish identification card as Marina Nordenflycht, but you didn’t 
want to leave and tried to hide. I myself took you to the airport and the 
police followed us. I showed your safeconduct pass to the police at the 
airport and your identity card but they suspected something, and asked 
you what your name was and who your parents were. You answered with 
your little voice: “I’m Marina and my parents are in Sweden.” They were 
unable to get anything more out of you. They even continued questioning 
you aboard the SAS plane that would take you to Sweden.

The plane left with you, and in a certain way, I felt happy but also sad, 
because you had been a brave and good companion and I missed you.

I hope we can meet again in a free and happy Chile.
With affection,

Harald Edelstam
Source: Translation provided by Pascale Bonnefoy.
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“Persona non-grata”

To: Embassy of Chile in Stockholm

Telex DG Nº58

3 December 1973

SECRET. Restricted distribution.

Please request an urgent meeting with the Minister of Foreign Affairs to 
officially and verbally inform him that Mr. Harald Edelstam has ceased to 
be a persona grata as Ambassador of Sweden before the Government of 
Chile, without providing reasons.

If a written notice is required, you are authorized to provide one in these 
same terms.

Please notify me immediately upon compliance of these instructions so 
as to make public this government decision, which as of now is being kept 
strictly confidential.

Ismael Huerta Díaz
Vice Admiral

Minister of Foreign Affairs
Source: Translation provided by Pascale Bonnefoy.

Appendix 2 “Persona Non Grata.” Secret telex sent by Chile’s Foreign Minister, Vice 
Admiral Ismael Huerta, to the Chilean embassy in Stockholm requesting an urgent meet-
ing with the Swedish Foreign Minister to inform him that Edelstam was considered a 
persona non grata for the Chilean government.
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Chapter 3

the santo tomás Chichicastenango’s 
Municipal Firefighters

“Green pines Covering the Dead Bodies”

Marcia Esparza, stephanie Alfaro, 
and kristy sanandres

We analyze the untold role the firefighters, or bomberos, played in providing 
rescuing services to the rural Maya population during the genocide in Guate-
mala (1981–1983). We explore it through the lens of the Santo Tomás Chichi-
castenango Municipal Firefighters drawing from postcolonial studies and the 
subfield of rescue studies and thus, we aim at integrating the Chichicastenan-
go’s bomberos into the global study of rescuers. The prolonged and bloody 
war between the right-wing state and the left-wing rebels (1962–1996), the 
Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG), involved the launching 
of callous and genocidal, United States-backed anticommunist counterin-
surgency campaigns. Organized sectors of indigenous peoples contesting 
the status quo were labeled the country’s “internal enemy,” and particularly 
targeted by the army.1 Peasants and communities suspected of affiliation with 
nonviolent, grassroots groups active since the late 1970s and collaborating 
or sympathizing with URNG rebels were the army’s prime suspects. Of all 
human rights abuses, 46 percent took place in the department of El Quiché, 
where 344 of the total 669 massacres were perpetrated—almost entirely by 
the army.2

This research focusing on the role played by the firefighters is part of 
a larger, unfolding project that began in 1997, when one of the authors, 
Marcia Esparza, interviewed hundreds of survivors and victims of the armed 
conflict for the United Nations’ Historical Clarification Commission (Truth 
Commission, Commission, or CEH, in Spanish) (1997–1999) established in 
the aftermath of the 1996 signing of the Peace Accords. The CEH concluded 
that acts of genocide against four Indigenous areas had occurred. Echoing 
the work by American ambulance drivers in World War I, at the heights of 
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the slaughter, the Chichicastenango fire truck went out into rural areas every 
day to save peasants badly wounded by machetes and gunshots, taking them 
to the nearest, and only, hospital in Santa Cruz, the department capital.3 The 
bomberos were also tasked with picking up corpses. To record their daily 
activities, firefighters kept an administrative log of their trips that includes 
chilling details of what they found lying on communities’ pathways and 
crossroads (See Appendix 1 for a sample of descriptions). Its discovery has 
allowed for the possibility of creating a rich archive of rescue initiatives that 
are not usually chronicled, recalling Jacques Sémelin’s assertion, “. . .archives 
pertaining to rescue initiatives are rare.”4

The rich corpus of literature documenting the experience of Jews during 
World War II has provided us with pivotal sociological and interdisciplinary 
insights, shedding light on the salient role of the specific historical context 
and processes, including structural limitations, that afford opportunities 
for rescue operations.5 Scholars have noted that the concept of rescuer is 
intimately tied to another key concept, “the Righteous,” which refers to “a 
person who had acted with no ulterior motives whatsoever, whether political 
economic, sexual. . .” to save European Jews.6 Unlike the recognition of the 
role of the Righteous during the Holocaust, scholars have pointed out the 
absence of remembering those who helped others in other contexts, such as 
in Rwanda. Lars Waldorf, for example, emphasizes the oblivion surrounding 
the Hôtel des Mille Collines (memorialized in the film Hotel Rwanda as an 
epic memory site where one thousand Tutsi and moderate Hutus were saved 
by the hotel manager), asserting that “there is no monument bearing witness 
to the remarkable fact that no one died here in 1994.”7

As authors in this book stress, remembering those who helped other 
persecuted victims in wholly different but similarly dire contexts than the 
Holocaust, such as in Latin America, has been silenced. Against this void, 
what type of specific operations did the firefighters perform and how they 
carry them out? Our concern is with exploring rescuers’ actions “as a social 
act performed in an extreme crisis situation,” following Sémelin’s concep-
tualization.8 We argue, however, for the need to not only consider the most 
immediate extreme conditions of violence, the “crisis,” besieging Indigenous 
communities, but also the broader context of poverty underlying Maya com-
munities, rooted in conditions of internal colonialism. In this way, we can 
understand the preexisting solidarity links with the bomberos that had been 
forged, echoing Claire Andrieu’s assertion that the rescuers are “not neces-
sarily outside the persecuted community. . .”9 As anthropologists have long 
established, Indigenous communities often harbor distrust and resentment 
against the non-Indigenous institutions, which points to the importance of 
recasting the role of the rescue during genocide to consider the preexisting 
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trustful relations between rural Maya communities and the bomberos. There-
fore, we will first argue that the rescue role of the bomberos was already 
normalized within Chichicastenango communities since they were often the 
only institution providing families with medical services and the transporta-
tion of pregnant women, the sick, and those wounded in work accidents. The 
firefighters also helped out with the transportation of bands during the area’s 
festivities and delivered chairs for schools. This means that the genocidal 
violence only accentuated the Municipal Firefighters’ role and aid efforts, as 
they were one of the few credible institutions that were already present and 
that could provide significant help within otherwise forgotten, rural, illiterate 
communities. The second and most obvious difference with conventional 
definitions of rescue as “deliberate actions that people took to keep another 
person from being killed,” is the fact that the bomberos didn’t keep peasants 
from being massacred by counterinsurgency campaigns or just saved the lives 
of the wounded.10 Against the immediacy of criminal counterinsurgency cam-
paigns, they also picked up the dead and brought them to the nearest Hospital 
Morgue. We argue that the recovery of corpses can also be considered the 
result of rescue efforts aiding in protecting the dead because it shows protec-
tion of victims’ dignity and embodies rescue behavior in line with customary 
laws.11 Following a mixed qualitative and quantitative methodology needed 
to uncover the specific structural conditions shaping relations between the 
bomberos and Maya communities preexisting the genocide, we divide this 
chapter in two sections. First we provide a description of the extreme poverty 
impacting communities, together with oral testimonies, and then present a 
quantitative description, which provides us with a better understanding of the 
daily contribution made by the bomberos to rural communities.

ReMeMBeRinG tHe FiReFiGHteRs: 
A quALitAtiVe APPRoACH

In the context of her fieldwork with the Truth Commission, Esparza was 
asked to carry out an in-depth study of Santo Tomás Chichicastenango, 
a Maya township in the southern tip of El Quiché known for its colorful 
craft market visited every Sunday and Thursday by local and international 
tourists. In the early 1980s, it was comprised of some 40,000 residents. Like 
the other twenty ethnic groups, the Maya-K’iché live precarious lives shaped 
by centuries of internal colonialism upheld by the Ladino, non-Indigenous, 
oligarchy state that has ruled the country in connivance with the military. We 
use the term internal colonialism to refer to those conditions of exploitation 
and subordination kept from colonial times. Briefly, in the 1960s, Mexican 
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sociologists Rodolfo Stavenhagen and Pablo González Casanova coined the 
concept of “internal colonialism,” asserting that Latin American indepen-
dence from Spain did not mean the end of the “coloniality of power.”12 As 
a result, ethnic discrimination against the majority Maya peasantry, together 
with their exploitation as “peasants,” leads them to hold tiny plots of land 
(less than two acres) as they face the growing threat of landlessness and 
cultural extinction. This disenfranchisement is dramatically illustrated by 
communities located in the northwestern corner of Chichicastenango, far 
from the Interamerican Highway, the main access road to communities.

The Mactzul V community in Chichicastenango is illustrative of this post-
coloniality. Situated in the outlying west, accessed through three communities 
of broken terrain.13 By 1995, around the time the fieldwork for this research 
was carried out, there were 176 humble ranchos (houses) with an average 
household size of five people. Sixty-three percent of the total Mactzul V 
houses have access to chorro, which is potable water typically flowing to a 
hand basin, and 46 percent of the houses have access to pilas (recipient for 
water) that are typically used for washing clothes and other basic needs. One 
can assume water was limited in this community if, through either outlet, 
the full community of 176 houses did not have access to an improved water 
source. Vásquez and many human rights reports have asserted that exist-
ing water systems in rural Guatemala are unreliable, frequently interrupted, 
and the water is likely to be unsafe to consume.14 This extreme poverty was 
coupled with preexisting militarization in the area controlling the popula-
tions’ self-initiatives to collectively organize and mobilize to attain sustain-
able development for their families and communities, according to Esparza’s 
Silenced Communities.15

In Chichicastenango, according to the Truth Commission, 953 people of 
the reported 107 cases were victims of human rights crimes from 1960–1996. 
This represents 2.4 percent of the estimated total population of 40,000 in 
Chichicastenango during 1980 and 1981.16 Elsewhere, Esparza has shown 
that the municipality was symbolically divided by the war between the east 
supporting the rebels, and the west, where the army had built its power base 
by exploiting families and communities’ extreme conditions of poverty.17

Esparza came to learn of the role of the bomberos and was directed to 
speak with Victor García, a Ladino teacher, who was the Second Firefighter 
Commander from 1978 to 1995. This is how she had initial access to the logs, 
bundled by year and kept by García, who later gave her Esparza copies of this 
unique genocide archive. Since she left Guatemala in 2000, she has visited 
García and his family, who have provided more information over the years 
about what transpired in the municipality during the war and in its aftermath. 
In June 2015, Esparza and Alfaro last interviewed him in his Chichicaste-
nango home.
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soCiAL netWoRks And MoRAL VALues

Scholarship on genocide rescue focusing on the European experience during 
World War II and in Argentina highlights the role of networks and social ties 
in rescue operations. Analyzing the Argentinean case in this volume, Jessica 
Casiro observes that rescue behavior is attributed to social networks in which 
virtuous characteristics and values are subordinate.18 In the case of Chichi-
castenango, the firefighters had not only established networks with the local 
police and the justice of the peace, but they had also forged ties with Maya 
communities, as noted above. Established in 1977, in the aftermath of the 
powerful 1976 earthquake that took the lives of over 20,000 people, flattening 
houses and destroying the few material possessions of the poor, the bomberos 
began their work in Chichicastenango with very little infrastructure resources, 
a car donated by a neighbor and some basic equipment donated by firefighters 
from Guatemala City.

As the genocide unfolded in the early 1980s, with little more than some 
initial training in first aid, this courageous team carried out humanitarian 
acts: giving without asking in return. When interviewed in the late 1990s, 
García remembered news about the early onset of the slaughter as he learned 
about massacres happening in the Ixil area, one of the four areas where acts 
of genocide took place, “All the news was like an unbelievable dream, hard 
to believe.” García looked back about how he was first exposed to the war’s 
violence in the late 1970s,

Until one day, violence came to our doorsteps. I remember that a disabled man 
was one of the first ones in being killed. He was from the Christian Democrat 
Party. That took place here in the urban center [known as el pueblo]. This was 
our first experience picking up a body resulting from a cold-blooded assassina-
tion. Until then, we had rescued cadavers dead from alcoholism or traffic acci-
dents, or due to another type of accident. But we had never had the experience 
of picking up a body killed by bullets.

Over time, witnessing the war’s horrors numbed his reactions as genocidal 
violence became routinized, but he never stopped consoling the frightened, 
grieving families. “They trusted us back then; people would tell us about 
their sorrows, and they would tell us, in their own words, a little bit about 
how things were for them in their communities.” Undoubtedly, because 
the bomberos belonged to the municipality their duty was to provide aid. 
Yet, they went beyond their obligations when they responded to calls made 
by poor and terrified Maya-peasant families or the local police to save 
the wounded and to bring the dead to the local morgue in the context of 
pervasive fear and increased militarization. With poor infrastructure, only 
one pickup and one ambulance, and as terrifying as it was, assisting those 
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wounded by bullets did not deter the bomberos from continuing to provide 
aid to families. Gradually, neighbors would call them every day to pick 
up two or three bodies. Sometimes, even cadavers from other areas were 
removed by the army and left in other communities to cover up their crimes 
and confuse the population. Their earlier experience, dating back to the mid-
1970s, had helped the bomberos build the trust with neighbors, families and 
communities, a trust that was already present as the state-sponsored violence 
escalated in rural areas.

García explains how the team managed, despite curfew restrictions, to 
bring relief to the population as the army and rebel groups respected their 
work:

And they [the army] didn’t take away our right to work because I believe that the 
firefighters that were there were the only ones in the department who managed 
to work 24 hours a day. Because the Quiché firefighters told us to no longer go 
out and established a schedule of 6:00 am to 6:00 pm, nothing more, and we 
worked 24 hours, 3:00 am, 4:00 am, 12:00 midnight, we went out to aid the 
wounded, the sick, whatever there was, and fortunately they didn’t harass us, 
nor did the guerillas, nor the army, that is, they gave us this opportunity to work 
and within this context, we were respected.

Unlike the case of human rights defenders and victims in the case of 
Colombia discussed in this volume, the status held by the bomberos separated 
them from the rest of the impoverished, otherwise forgotten population. In the 
specific case of the army’s trust for the bomberos, García further observes:

There were commanders who came running from the highway; they were 
afraid of rebels’ ambushes. A colonel took refuge with us because he had been 
ambushed and the only place he could find in which he could make it to the 
morning was with us and we welcomed him, and took him once again to the 
other military zone for safety. If he asked us for help, we had to give it to him 
because we have to help people indiscriminately, and in this way, we weren’t 
harassed.

“As a result, we play a humanitarian role for both sides,” García concluded, 
showing great pride for having helped when their services were required—
even if they were needed by members of the perpetrating group.

In Chichicastenango, a mountainous place, despite the challenges to reach-
ing remote communities, the firefighters were part of a pivotal network made 
up of the few institutions serving the poor. Few public institutions were pres-
ent in the area to issue death certificates and to facilitate the identification of 
bodies. Without their rescue operations, bodies would have been left there to 
decompose, or animals would have eaten many massacre victims. Picking up 
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cadavers, as when the firefighters were called to the Saquillá II community, 
was crucial in the identification of victims and for survivors to claim the dead.

BeARinG Witness to tHe sAquiLLá ii MAssACRe 
tHRouGH tHe BoMBeRos’ AdMinistRAtiVe LoG

As Esparza investigated the administrative log in the late 1990s, she noticed 
the Saquillá II Massacre, which had been unreported by the Truth Commis-
sion, as had many other countless massacres committed by the army. For the 
most part, according to the REHMI report (the Catholic Church’s own truth 
commission), the army ordered its victims—as it appeared in 17 percent 
of the testimonies—to dig pits to throw the dead into and then set them on 
fire to hide the proof of their crimes.19 In the Massacre of Saquillá II, how-
ever, bodies were left in their beds on the early morning of May 18, 1982, 
where they had been callously killed. Located in the northwestern corner 
of Chichicastenango, like Mactzul IV discussed earlier, by the early 1980s, 
access to the area of Saquillá II was only possible by truck. García remem-
bered the tragedy that unfolded:

This was in May of ’82. Forty-two corpses, mainly women and children, and 
three or four men, no more, because the custom in our town is that the man 
goes out to the coast to work, and his women and children remain on their own. 
Thinking that they were there, they [the perpetrators] arrived at night and took 
ranch after ranch, with all of the inhabitants sleeping in their houses, and they 
all received Galil bullet wounds, because the Galil is very particular and it was 
easy to tell that they had been from a Galil, and also because of the cartridges 
that had remained, we realized it, and also the police arrived with us along with 
the justice of the peace.

García remembers the cadavers, which were piled up and covered with 
nothing but green pine branches to keep neighbors along the road from seeing 
the macabre spectacle as the corpses were transported in three vehicles. These 
were taken from the community to the Ministry of Peace, whose authoriza-
tion was needed to bring the bodies to the Hospital of El Quiché morgue in 
Santa Cruz. As the vehicles descended from the dusty mountains, victims’ 
blood dripped from the truck, leaving behind the indelible trace of violent 
death. Writing about the South African experience of burial procedures, 
Nicky Rousseau also notes the “normal bureaucracy of death: delivery to the 
mortuary, followed by a burial.”20 In the case of Indigenous communities, 
family members were prevented by the army from burying their dead either 
because the army threw them into mass graves or because the army would 
accuse family members trying to recover remains of being “communists.” 
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García also recounts the lonely acts of rescue he and his team experienced 
when picking up the corpses:

We used three vehicles to transport the corpses, as there was no other way to 
move them, nobody to move them and nobody lent out their vehicle. It deeply 
hurt us that we had to bring them piled up like pieces of material in the pickup 
to be able to transport them, one on top of another.

Widespread fear prevented neighbors from collaborating; they remained 
passive witnesses, contrasting with the empathetic diligence exhibited by the 
firefighters. When asked about the criminal responsibility for the massacre, 
García responded:

During this time period the army was blamed for it, that’s to say, it was some-
thing that everybody knew but that nobody dared to say openly; but rumors 
had it that it had been nobody but the army, and that it has been this way, but 
as for eyewitness accounts, none. And with time they told us and people talked 
about how they had seen a van enter on that side, I think it was a greenish-white 
color, and they saw it leave after the occurrences and afterwards they saw it in 
the Chupol military base, and in that way the people corroborated the facts of it 
being from there and that they had seen it from within. We know this because 
they told us and because the very same people who suffered confided in us, 
showed us their pain and in their pain we saw a bit of how it had been. This was 
the worst we encountered.

As Sémelin suggests, these actions of goodness only take significant 
prominence in genocidal times “during which an absolute death threat hangs 
over the designated victims.”21 Despite García’s recollections of the army’s 
“approval” of cleaning up after massacres, he and his crew were afraid as they 
painstakingly carried out their task, chilled by the surrounding, pervasive war 
and genocidal violence:

We did our work without talking, because we didn’t know what was around us, 
and as the reprisals were particularly severe in this time period, without hav-
ing been given any order or slogan, things were done like this: nobody talked, 
everybody kept quiet and nothing more, and the mourners cried, nothing more, 
and came to us, and we consoled them and prayed with them.

In silence, survivors wept when the bomberos arrived. On another occa-
sion, García had to reconstitute the cephalic mass of a military commissioner, 
(a post similar to that of the rural police in Germany or Poland, tasked with 
hunting for Jews in the countryside during the Holocaust). Military commis-
sioners committed 15 percent of all human rights crimes, according to the 
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Truth Commission, yet they also became victims when suspected by the army 
of collaborating with the URNG rebels or when they were targeted by the 
rebels. Remembering the bomberos’ actions, as sociologist Nechama Tec has 
observed, gives us a glimpse into those who stood by the helpless, which, in 
addition to “knowing what factors are involved in the protection of the poor, 
the dependent and the downtrodden,” provides an opportunity for promoting 
goodness and “positive forces.”22

quAntitAtiVe AnALysis: WHAt do tHe LoGs teLL?

The firefighters’ crew painstakingly recorded the chilling details of the 
genocide as they registered the evidence of mutilated and incinerated head-
less corpses of women and young children. In general, we found that the 
descriptive data corresponds with the nationwide information collected by 
the Truth Commission report regarding the number of human rights crimes 
perpetrated during the General José Efrain Ríos Montt regime (1982–1983). 
At the same time, the bomberos’ logs registered additional human rights 
crimes undetected by the Commission, such as the Saquillá II Massacre pre-
viously discussed. By examining this archive, we examine the type of inju-
ries identified in the cadavers: strangulation, machete wounds, asphyxiation, 
and bullet wounds, as well as the ages of the wounded and the dead, and 
the number of grueling hours the firefighters devoted each day, despite the 
concomitant chaos of the unfolding genocide and their lack of infrastructure 
for such circumstances. From this view, the Chichicastenango Firefighters 
fall into the category of “repeated helpers,” as analyzed by Casiro in this 
volume (see also Appendix 2 for a description between “repeat” and “one-
time” helpers).

Many of the causes of death registered in the log are not from bullets or 
the armed conflict itself, but result from the lack of services depriving com-
munities of their basic human rights and the armed conflict’s delaying effect 
on the economic development of communities. Yet, through the lens of the 
descriptive daily logs kept by the bomberos, we can see the day-to-day state 
violence that besieged Chichicastenango, showing the escalation of violence 
in the years of the genocide: In 1981 there were a total of 690 recorded ser-
vice entries, in 1982 there was an increase to 878 entries, and in 1983, 503 
entries were recorded.

The information listed in the logs was tallied for detailed analysis. Each 
logged entry provides circumstantial descriptions and undertakings per-
formed by the firefighters. More specifically, the records indicate the date 
and time their service began and ended, giving us an idea of the amount of 
cases and hours worked in a day, names of solicitors, as well as patient and/or 

Esparza & De Ycaza_9781498533263.indb   65 11/7/2016   5:43:07 PM



66 Marcia Esparza, Stephanie Alfaro, and Kristy Sanandres

victim names, ages, addresses, notes, and actions taken. It reveals information 
about the firefighters’ leadership in heading the rather complex rescue opera-
tions as they drove through zigzag mountains and poorly transited roads. At 
least five volunteers assisted the poverty-stricken Maya-K’iché population 
targeted for extermination.

Figure 3.1 shows that in 1981 and 1982 the majority of services provided 
were that of picking up corpses or transporting corpses. In 1983, the number 
of corpses picked up declined drastically, while instances of medical assis-
tance and social events increases, illustrating that the people went on with 
their daily lives amidst the engulfing chaos and confusion resulting from 
genocidal violence. Firefighters’ records at the peak of the genocide from 
1981 through 1983 compellingly illustrate their rescue role in their posts as 
not only bomberos, but also as gravediggers and first aid medics, providing 
ambulance and transportation services.

GenoCide’s CoRPses:  
WHiCH CoMMunities And WHy?

Table 3.1 illustrates that the majority of corpses aided were male with a total 
of 420 reported, against 82 female corpses logged for all three years.

Figure 3.1 Services Provided Per Month from 1981–1983. Note: Created by contributors.
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Figure 3.2 shows that the vast majority of corpses recorded were between 
twenty to thirty years of age; 71 percent were male, while 9 percent were 
female, and the remaining 20 percent were unreported. These numbers concur 
with the Truth Commission report concluding that out of 62 percent of the 
registered victims, 75 percent were males.23

The majority of corpses’ addresses were reported to come from the urban 
center with 38 administrative entries Semeja I and II with 47 entries and 
Pachot with 16 entries. The Semeja communities are located off the Intera-
merican Highway and close to Chupol, which the army had identified as red 
or pro-URNG rebel communities and against whom it launched its scorched 
earth policy at the height of the genocide.

Figure 3.3 shows that the majority of corpses suffered from gunshot wounds, 
while knife perforations were the second most common injury in 1981 and 

Table 3.1 Number of Corpses Aided

Reported Per Year

1981 1982 1983 Total

Female 0.06 0.15 0.24 83
Male 0.69 0.54 0.64 420
Not reported 0.25 0.31 0.12 185
Total 279 359 50 688

Note: Created by contributors.

Figure 3.2 Number of Corpses Reported from 1981–1983. Note: Created by contributors.
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1982. In 1983 the majority were reported to have died of alcohol intoxica-
tion, pesticide or venom. Walter Randolph Adams and John P. Hawkins, in 
their study of health care in rural Maya communities, argue that sadness and 
anxiety were related to such self—inflicted causes of death. One such concern 
they found was about husbands’ drinking problems associated with economic 
hardship, and depression resulting from their spending money needed to pay 
for basic necessities.24

PAtients, suRViVoRs

There were 1,099 logs reporting assistance to patients in the three years. 
The majority of patients were male, by an average of 56 percent and females 
42 percent, shown in Table 3.2. The majority of the patients were between the 
ages of twenty and thirty years, a finding that concurs with the results from 
the Truth Commission.25 The most common addresses the patients came from 
were from the urban center of Chichicastenango and adjacent communities, 
such as Chucam and Chujupen.

Figure 3.3 Corpse Injuries Reported in 1982. Note: Created by contributors.
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According to Figure 3.4, it was reported that many of the poverty-stricken 
patients called the firefighters because they needed transportation to a hospital 
due to their sickness. If injuries were reported by a patient and observed in 
their body, a small description was written to further explain the emergency. 
For example, a person could have been listed as having a bullet wound, 
subjected to attempted strangulation and reported rape. In this case, each 
entry was counted and listed separately. There were a total of 1,117 incidents 
reported by the firefighter of patients with injuries.

Specifically, according to Table 3.3 the most common injury reported was 
bullet wounds, followed by, “physical aggression,” cuts and fractures. It is 
important to highlight that although there were 321 cases of death by bullets, 
there were seventeen cases of cut throats showing the brutality of the geno-
cide: the physical immediacy of perpatror and victims.

Table 3.2 Patients Assisted from 1981–1983

Reported Per Year

1981 1982 1983 Total

Female 0.42 0.41 0.43 460
Male 0.57 0.58 0.54 623
Not reported 0.01 0.01 0.03 16
Total 370 399 330 688

Note: Created by contributors.

Figure 3.4 Types of Services Provided to Patients. Note: Created by contributors.
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Most salient, Figure 3.5 shows the months of March and April 1982 as 
requiring the most services for patients, when General Montt unleashed his 
bloody counterinsurgency campaigns nationwide.

In 2015 the general was charged and convicted of genocide at a Guatemalan 
Court of Law, but the case was annulled soon after making a mockery of the 
Criminal Justice System in the country.

Table 3.3 Most Common Types of Injury

Type of Injury Total Percentage

Bullets 321 0.29
Physical Aggression 219 0.20
Cut 156 0.10
Patients Found in Groups 107 0.10
Fracture 93 0.08
Intoxication 50 0.04
Burn 37 0.03
Strangulation 37 0.03
Physical Force 33 0.03
Other 30 0.03
Cut Throat 17 0.02
Amputation 9 0.01
Grenade Pieces 4 0.00
Alleged Rape 2 0.00
Nervous Shock 2 0.00
Total 1117

Note: Created by contributors.

Figure 3.5 Number of Patient Services Per Month from 1981–1983. Note: Created by 
contributors.
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Appendix 2 Jessica Casiro: Argentine Rescuers: A Study on the “Banality of Good”1

“Repeat Helpers” Individuals engaged 
in multiple helping endeavors.

“One Time Helpers” Individuals 
involved in single acts of help.

Gender: Female/Male

Age: Under 20, 20s, 30s
Marital Status: Married, Single (with and 

without children)
Economic Standing: Ranged from very 

poor to rich
Education: Ranged from elementary 

education to PhDs
Occupations: Students, Intellectuals, 

White Color, Blue Color, Medical 
Professionals, Housewives

Religion: Ranged from non-religious to 
devout

Gender: No particular gender over 
represented

Age: Late Teens-80s (on average older)
Marital Status: Married, Single

Economic Standing: Ranged from very 
poor to rich

Education: Ranged from elementary 
education to PhDs

Occupations: Students, Intellectuals, 
White Color, Blue Color,

Medical Professors, Housewives
Religion: Not overwhelmingly religious

Political Involvement:
a. Strongly involved in politics. 

(Montoneros, UES, PRT, ERP, 
Communist Party)

b. Apolitical but involved in social 
activism (Helping Poor, Sick)

Victimization-Direct Victims:
•	Spent time in clandestine detention 

centers or prison
•	Those held in clandestine detention 

centers were tortured
•	Forced into exile because of military 

raid of homes
•	Forced to live a clandestine life to avoid 

being captured

Indirectly Affected-Family members, close 
friends, life partners

Political Involvement (Two Groups):
a. No interest in politics, uninvolved. 

(Majority) 

b. No political affiliation, but interested in 
politics (Minority)

Victimization: 
•	Not direct victims

•	Spent no time in prison

•	Not subject to exile

•	Not forced to clandestine living

Indirectly Affected-Relatives, close friend 
persecuted

Assisted-Companeros/friends, family 
members, workmates, employees, 
neighbors

Individuals with similar ideologies
Individuals that were persecuted by the 

military

Assisted-Family members, close friends, 
friend’s acquaintances or referred 
strangers

Note: We are thankful to Angelia Felix for preparing this table.
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ConCLusions

In retrospect, the team was not aware of their role as rescuers during the 
genocide, but later on, García expressed this insight in 2015, making him and 
his crew witnesses after the event. As collective memory is highly dynamic, 
contested and highly politicized, with multiple competing narratives, what 
does the role of the bomberos mean for locally-based processes of memorial-
ization? We have analyzed the role of firefighters by analyzing unique archives 
and in-depth interviews revealing that the Municipal Firefighters were already 
fulfilling a humanitarian role in the countryside by aiding Maya communities. 
Learning about their history, their personal motivations, and what they wit-
nessed as they registered the findings in their logs shows that the firefighters 
had a crucial role in assisting members of their community in extreme situa-
tions of violence far beyond the typical duties of rural firefighters. Remember-
ing the bomberos through the lens of testimonies and the logs they kept reveals 
the strong bonds established between them and poverty-stricken communities, 
elucidating those institutions, organizations and individuals involved in rescue 
efforts in the unfolding of genocidal slaughter affecting Indigenous peoples. 
Ignoring the bomberos’ experience helping the internally colonized would 
cast their rescue actions into oblivion and would prevent us from recognizing 
the remarkable acts carried out to bring some sense of dignity and humanity 
to poverty-stricken Maya peasants. Thus, remembering them contributes to 
developing a comprehensive literature on rescuers in Latin America.

notes

1. The notion of the “internal enemy” rooted in the anticommunist National 
Security Doctrine (NSD) brought to Latin America during the Cold War years. As other 
authors discuss in this chapter, what communism meant for those holding the power of 
violence were arbitrarily applied to workers, peasants, students, journalists and shanty-
town dwellers. Esparza, “Introduction: Globalizing Latin American Studies,” 1–19.

2. The genocide targeted the Maya-Q’anjob’al and Maya-Chuj, in Barillas, 
Nentón and San Mateo Ixtatán in North Huehuetenango; Maya-Ixil, in Nebaj, Cotzal 
and Chajul, Quiché; Maya-K’iché in Joyabaj, Zacualpa and Chiché, Quiché; and 
Maya-Achi in Rabinal, Baja Verapaz. CEH, Conclusions, 39.
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Chapter 4

strategic Rescue Responses 
to Genocide

The Guatemalan Case1

Roddy Brett

In May 2013, Guatemala’s former dictator, General Efraín Ríos Montt 
(1982–1983), was convicted in a domestic court for genocide and crimes 
against humanity and sentenced to a total of eighty years,2 a sentence that 
was subsequently annulled by the country’s Constitutional Court on highly 
dubious grounds.3 The trial and guilty verdict against Ríos Montt have not 
brought closure on Guatemala’s past. Rather, the processes have emphati-
cally evidenced the continuing and highly conflictual struggle to define the 
narrative terms that frame the country’s recent brutal history, a history that 
remains contested over three decades after the genocidal violence itself was 
committed, attesting to the profound absence of reconciliation in post-conflict 
Guatemala. While the trial remains in limbo, however, Ríos Montt’s con-
demnation as a genocidaire has opened a key space for debate. Significantly, 
the trial represents a key victory for victims of the genocide, a victory won 
through the strategic political mobilization and sheer courageous determina-
tion of indigenous communities that survived the violence.

The post-conflict mobilization of indigenous communities represents only 
one chapter in a broader history of indigenous and non-indigenous orga-
nization that occurred within the framework of Guatemala’s genocide and 
internal armed conflict. Nevertheless, even in the context of the trial of Ríos 
Montt, and despite considerable academic scholarship and activist mobiliza-
tion around Guatemala’s genocide, a key dynamic that emerged during and 
arguably shaped the country’s genocide has remained obscured and silenced: 
genocide rescue. Scholarship on Guatemala’s genocide has tended to focus 
upon the crimes that were perpetrated during the counterinsurgency, the legal 
ramifications of said crimes and the factors that precipitated them, eschewing 
engagement with the less visible and, by implication, apparently less remark-
able processes of genocide rescue that took place at the height of the brutality. 
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For the case of Guatemala, as elsewhere, genocide rescue has tended to 
receive limited attention given that scholars have tended to focus “primarily 
on the absence of intervention.”4 It is the contention of this chapter to redress 
this disquieting absence by focusing on processes of genocide rescue during 
Guatemala’s internal armed conflict with the goal of remembering the rescu-
ers of human rights victims, those who carry out selfless acts to help others. 
It is appropriate more than three decades after the violence to revisit this little 
understood phenomenon and to reclaim meaningful histories of individual 
and collective dissent and agency, and particularly so in the aftermath of the 
Ríos Montt conviction.

The extreme callousness of the counterinsurgency forced collective mobi-
lization underground between 1978 and 1983, meaning that civil society 
organizations were neutered, incapable of overtly confronting violence 
perpetrated by the state at national level.5 However, at local level and across 
national borders, actors organized and developed critical strategies through 
which to confront state brutality, often combining roles in complementary 
and, at times, contradictory ways. Indigenous paramilitary civil patrollers, 
for example, carried out their duties to repel the guerrilla, often violently, 
sometimes silently combining them with unseen human rights activism.6 
Thousands organized through the Communities of Population in Resistance 
(CPRs), surviving in mountainous and jungle regions for over a decade. The 
CPRs assisted entire villages to flee, subsequently guaranteeing their survival 
with extraordinarily innovative strategies. In Chiapas, México, a finca owner 
gave refuge to thousands of Guatemalan indigenous refugees, feeding and 
clothing them when conventional institutional mechanisms, including the 
United Nations System, failed them. At the same time, the Catholic Church 
and its networks in Chiapas played a critical role in providing humanitarian 
relief to victims of massacres during the crisis, supported by local Mexican 
doctors and social workers. Response to genocide, either through collective 
organization or individually motivated acts ultimately wielded a significant 
impact, saving the lives of perhaps 25,000 people.

Based upon intensive ethnographic fieldwork and archival research carried 
out in Guatemala and Chiapas, México between 2002 and 2005, this chapter 
seeks to document and analyze the processes of genocide rescue—what Casiro 
has termed “the banality of good”—that took place in Guatemala through the 
CPRs and in Chiapas, southern México, on the México-Guatemala border. 
In the case of Guatemala, two predominant rescue patterns emerged: rescue 
within Guatemala characterized by the mobilization of displaced indigenous 
communities through the CPRs (what we might term endogenous rescue); 
and rescue driven by non-indigenous, non-Guatemalan actors, outside of the 
country (in México) and thus, to a degree, sheltered from systematic reper-
cussions for rescue activities (what we might term exogenous rescue).
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By documenting the processes of genocide rescue carried out by ordinary 
citizens, both Guatemalan and Mexican, scholarship may begin to elucidate 
episodes of profound humanity and strategic innovation wielded in the con-
text of genocide and mass atrocities, while demonstrating that the decisive 
impact of genocidal violence may not itself be uniform. In short, histories 
of genocide rescue fracture the sweeping narrative that mass violence is ter-
minal and paralyzing, and thus accordingly closes down spaces for agency, 
resistance and resilience. This chapter documents those moments where the 
complexities of human behavior and the exercise of agency in both organized 
and improvised rescue efforts not only represent defiance to enduring horror, 
but also contribute to the formation of heroic, contestatory political identi-
ties. The patterns evident in the Guatemala case study, moreover, suggest we 
revisit our conceptual framework for comprehending “rescue,” as we shall 
see below.

The chapter will begin with a brief section documenting relevant literature 
in genocide rescue. It will then turn to an analysis of Guatemala’s genocide 
and internal armed conflict. The sections that follow explore, in turn, the 
role in genocide rescue of the CPRs and of non-state actors and networks in 
Chiapas, México. The chapter closes with a series of concluding remarks.

GenoCide ResCueRs: ConCePtuAL tHeMes

Scholarship on genocide rescue has grappled with the debate concerning who 
rescuers really are. Discussion in this respect has revolved around whether 
rescuers demonstrate particular characteristics and why it is that they do what 
they do. According to Andrieu, Gensburger, Semelin and Schoch, “rescue 
is generally not normal in the context of genocide” and thus demonstrates 
a “peculiarity of “goodness” that subsists in the interstices of a universe of 
social war.”7 This is of significant relevance given the conditions in which 
genocide occurs and the related consequences of the violence, in contexts 
where, in the words of Todorov (2003: 12), while “evil” may spread widely, 
rapidly and without severe difficulty, “goodness” is difficult to affect and 
problematic to sustain.8 According to Andrieu et al., “The genocidal process 
is based upon the breakdown, worse, the destruction of the social tie with the 
group described as an enemy.”9 Confronting this context, Andrieu et al. raise 
the critical question of who it is that manages both to resist amidst terror, 
destruction and stigmatization, while, at the same time, continuing to perceive 
the enemy other as a human being. In the context of the Guatemalan geno-
cide, the issue of otherness is critical: otherness, in this case, was principally 
determined by ethnic identity and fuelled by profoundly felt and experienced 
historical and structural racism.10
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In seeking to answer this question, who rescuers are, scholarship has tended 
to focus upon religion and religious moral values as providing a definitive and 
stable psychological and spiritual enabling environment in which rescuers 
may effectively carry out their work. The values of solidarity, tolerance and 
conviction are likely to play a part here, as scholarship has evidenced.11 In the 
case of Guatemala, as we shall see, while religious actors and networks were 
key in providing support to victims of the genocide, these values alone were 
rarely the decisive factor driving rescuers’ actions.

Thalhammer et al. respond to the actor/rescuer debate by arguing that 
rescue demonstrates highly courageous forms of resistance.12 This and other 
scholarship, for example Dudai,13 represent rescuers as heroic and excep-
tional, yet at the same time ordinary individuals. Thalhammer et al., however, 
make a key contribution to the debate in their proposal that a focus on aware-
ness of justice and injustice is central to an individual’s transformation from 
bystander and/or perpetrator to rescuer. In short, they argue that values play 
an instrumental part in driving and sustaining rescuers’ actions. The question 
of values is indeed crucial for the case study presented here. Both endogenous 
and exogenous rescue depended, to a degree, on a key set of values. In the 
former case, indigenous community values and indigenous cosmology were 
crucial in sustaining rescue and survival efforts. In the latter case, values 
of solidarity, justice and injustice shaped the responses of non-indigenous, 
non-Guatemalan rescuers.

While to distill definitively the specific personality traits of genocide res-
cuers is a complex research enterprise, Tec, Oliner and Oliner insist that the 
act of rescue itself is ultimately and decisively determined by the rescuers’ 
personality. Said authors argue that a critical factor here is how rescuers are 
“driven by moral values and therefore . . . open to others . . . having a basically 
altruistic disposition.”14 Tec argues elsewhere that altruism and empathy play 
a critical role in shaping the actions of rescuers and in the strategies that they 
are likely to adopt.15 Andrieu et al., however, challenge these ultimately nar-
row representations of rescuers and their motivations, arguing that, in certain 
cases, rescuers may be driven by less essentially ‘noble’ motivations, includ-
ing payment or self-interest.16 The authors’ insight here is meaningful given 
that it incorporates broader factors into the analysis of the process through 
which individuals may decide to become rescuers, and why we should remem-
ber them, including social and political parameters, structural constraints and 
opportunity/enabling structures. What emerges from this observation then is 
a key factor of profound relevance to the Guatemala case, in short, the rela-
tionship between genocide rescue and the existence of informal and formal 
networks, both pre-dating the violence and constructed as a consequence of it.

In their analysis, Andrieu et al. present a convincing argument that net-
works are crucial for successful rescue operations. This conclusion would 
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seem to contrast with Todorov’s findings that, for the case of Bulgarian Jews, 
rescue was “in some ways quite arbitrary or lucky—a consequence of a long 
chain of decisions and people.”17 Moore echoes Todorov’s findings for the 
case of Nazi-Occupied Western Europe, arguing that both social networks 
and chance played key roles in precipitating and sustaining successful rescue 
efforts.18 However, despite the evident differences in this scholarship, both 
sets of authors tend to agree upon the fact that chains (or networks) of people 
are crucial for successful rescue. In the words of Andrieu et al., “resistance is 
only possible and enduring thanks to a social environment that protects it, an 
environment of at least partial complicity.”19

As we have argued for the case of Guatemala, two predominant rescue 
patterns emerged: rescue within Guatemala characterized by the mobiliza-
tion of displaced indigenous communities themselves; and rescue driven by 
non-indigenous, non-Guatemalan actors, outside of the country and thus, 
to a degree, sheltered from systematic repercussions for their activities. 
Accordingly, Guatemala’s exogenous rescuers were linked to the victims of 
the genocide by a long chain of events, and by pre-existing social and com-
mercial ties stretching back decades. Exogenous rescuers were, moreover, 
less likely to be seen as contravening national legislation, although they were 
clearly perceived of as defying Guatemalan national authority and, on several 
occasions, faced severe repercussion and persecution for doing so. Risk for 
endogenous rescuers was logically more acute than it was for exogenous 
rescuers in the Guatemala case, as illustrated below.

For the case of rescue in Argentina, Casiro has followed a similar line of 
argument, concluding that, while personal ties were also a strong motivation, 
ultimately, social networks were key for understanding the motive for rescue 
and informed the rescuers’ strategies.20 Casiro concludes that in those cases 
where dense networks exist tying victims to those beyond the range of the tar-
get group, rescue may be more likely to occur as a result of existing or incipi-
ent levels of social trust. For Casiro, social ties will signify that rescuers enjoy 
a support structure that may be operationalized to assist the victim, providing, 
for example, possible places to hide and networks of individuals and commu-
nities to facilitate escape and survival. For Casiro, moreover, social ties also 
facilitated rescue by creating “a sense of we-ness as opposed to a disdained 
otherness.”21 In fact, in many cases, rescuers were themselves former victims 
and therefore the need to remember them, to dignify their role. The we-ness, 
as Casiro terms it, might go some way to overcoming the destruction of social 
ties and the pernicious othering of the victims; while rescuers may not share 
the same ethnic, religious, national or political group of the victim (very often 
they do not), they are able to empathize with them.

While Casiro argues that we should consider both personal traits and social 
networks as key to genocide rescue, Moore proposes that broader structural 
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factors, such as specific national legislation, the state of wider resistance and 
logistical difficulties facing rescuers, are key to understanding how and why 
rescue takes place.22 Said frameworks for analysis would take us beyond the 
reductionist proposition that rescue is contingent exclusively upon heroism 
and personality. However, ultimately, it is perhaps Thalhammer et al. who 
offer the most convincing explanation of what shapes and precipitates geno-
cide rescue, defined by the authors as “courageous resistance.”23 It is their 
integrated framework that is best suited for comprehensively understanding 
the Guatemalan case. The authors propose a framework of three principal, 
interacting factors:

•	 Preconditions: an individual’s previous attitudes, experiences and internal 
resources;

•	 Networks: the ongoing relationships with people and organizations that 
offer information, resources, and assistance; and

•	 Context: including the institutions and political climate.

Having explored a series of relevant conceptual issues relating to genocide 
rescuers, we now turn to the Guatemala case study.

GuAteMALA’s GenoCide

Guatemala’s genocidal internal armed conflict was shaped and sustained by 
the unequivocal bias in the control of economic and political resources by 
a racist non-indigenous, Spanish-descended oligarchy. This caste system of 
privilege was historically protected by the country’s security forces and man-
aged by a closed lineage-based political and economic elite.24 The first guer-
rilla insurgency to challenge this system emerged and was quickly defeated 
in the 1960s, composed of rebellious ladino military officers. It was only in 
the 1970s that other armed insurgencies emerged, in particular the Guerrilla 
Army of the Poor (Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres, EGP), with the aim of 
challenging the racist oligarchy not exclusively on classist terms, but through 
a framework that sought to incorporate indigenous communities and include 
indigenous and ethnic identity, exclusion and racism as key drivers of armed 
struggle. Only in 1982 did the four guerrilla factions come together to form 
the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (Unidad Revolucionaria 
Nacional Guatemalteca, URNG).

While the conflict appears not to have stemmed from an indigenous upris-
ing or ethnic mobilization as such, nor was it waged exclusively on ethnic 
lines, it was characterized by acutely ethnic dimensions. The CEH concluded 
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that 82% of the victims of the conflict were indigenous Maya.25 Horizontal 
inequalities played a key role in precipitating and sustaining conflict, more-
over. Guatemala’s historically unjust system of land control, distribution and 
tenure, levels of extreme poverty and lack of access to formal political chan-
nels and economic resources, affecting above all the indigenous population, 
were at the core of the conflict between the Guatemalan military and the 
URNG. However, the parties to the hostilities did not struggle over or seek 
to rectify deep-rooted horizontal inequalities based solely upon ethnic group 
membership.

The operative modality of the Guatemalan genocide was manifest through 
a “scorched earth policy” and characterized by the simultaneous perpetra-
tion of instrumentalist and essentialist forms of state-sponsored violence, 
which served mutually reinforcing purposes. The instrumentalist violence 
was waged against the guerrilla, particularly against its indigenous social 
base in rural areas. Indigenous communities were identified as the principal 
military objective of the counterinsurgency. In this regard, as Valentino et al. 
have argued for cases elsewhere, a key motive behind the genocide was the 
counterinsurgency campaign aiming to defeat the guerrilla by draining the 
sea to kill the fish.26

The genocide was also characterized by essentialist/essentializing 
violence, wherein military forces explicitly targeted and subsequently 
sought to exterminate indigenous Maya with actions deemed necessary to 
purify the imagined community, as Semelin has argued, and build a con-
solidated whitened, homogeneous nation-state.27 Genocidal violence then 
represented the extension of a protracted and failed nation-building project 
that had hitherto failed to eliminate, assimilate or integrate the indigenous 
other, processes driven by political violence that Tilly has identified for 
other cases.28

Racism played a key role in the violence and in the “othering” central to 
genocide. The State facilitated the stigmatization of the indigenous “other” 
and the subsequent perpetration of systematic massacres against them 
through the intentional generation and operationalization of the belief in their 
natural and immutable inferiority.29 The mobilization of a discourse and ide-
ology of ethnic hatred by “ethnic entrepreneurs” within the state consolidated 
an ethnic hierarchy based upon invented criteria of biological, cultural and 
moral differences.30 The state then justified and facilitated the brutal military 
aggression perpetrated by non-indigenous (and subsequently indigenous) 
troops who believed their enemy was, effectively, sub-human. Geographic 
isolation and the absence of infrastructure within militarized indigenous 
regions, combined with blanket state censorship, meant that massacres were 
invisible to an indifferent and structurally racist society.
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MAss exodus

The savage counterinsurgency campaign sparked a flood of internal displace-
ment and predominantly indigenous Maya refugees. In general terms, those 
who fled can be divided into four categories: (1) those who were displaced 
from one indigenous community to another; (2) those who found refuge in 
Guatemala City and other parts of the country; (3) those who fled to the 
mountains, where they often joined Communities of Population in Resistance 
(CPR); and (4) those who sought refuge in México and other countries. Those 
who did not flee the violence were kept under military surveillance, forced to 
patrol in paramilitary civil patrols (PAC) and live in “model villages,” which 
were essentially concentration camps aimed at controlling the population.

Various sources attest to the fact that approximately one million Guatemalans 
were internally displaced, while a further 400,000 individuals were exiled in 
México, Belize, Honduras, Costa Rica and the United Sates. Of those that 
fled Guatemala, 150,000 sought asylum in México, of which 45,000 were 
granted refugee status and largely confined to refugee camps, and 200,000 
sought asylum in the United States. A further 20,000 displaced Guatemalans 
joined the CPR.31 An estimated total of 1.5 million Guatemalans were forc-
ibly displaced, representing almost 20% of the population, and the majority 
were indigenous Maya. According to the anthropologist Myrna Mack, who 
was murdered by the Guatemalan military in 1990, the abrupt and violent 
mass displacement of Guatemalans was most keenly felt in the departments 
of Quiché, Huehuetenango, Alta Verapaz and Chimaltenango.32 The violence 
directly precipitated then an acute humanitarian crisis.

Mass exodus was a direct consequence of the widespread suffering and ter-
ror created by counterinsurgency policies and to a lesser extent, guerrilla-led 
violence. Those who fled the violence were subsequently pursued through 
counterinsurgency offensives, to the extent that the internally displaced “were 
not simply a direct consequence of the violence; they were also directly tar-
geted by counterinsurgency policies, particularly in areas embattled with seri-
ous social conflicts, where there was guerrilla presence or influence.”33 Many 
Guatemalans who were forced to seek refuge in the mountains perished due 
both to the army’s relentless persecution and illnesses caused by the inhospi-
table climate and lack of basic necessities. According to one interview, “for 
months on end we were forced to eat leaves and, at times, soft sticks. This 
was the only thing we could find.”34 In the face of imminent army attacks, the 
inhabitants of the two regions of the Ixil and Ixcán were forced to flee their 
communities with nothing more than the clothes and their children on their 
backs. Even though many displaced Guatemalans attempted to salvage their 
belongings, the army’s deliberate destruction of homes, crops and harvests 
meant that, in most cases, there was nothing worth recovering. Many children 
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and elderly people, who were forced to live in these precarious conditions, 
subsequently died in their place of refuge. According to the REMHI report:

What at first appeared to be a transitory exodus gave way to a long-term phe-
nomenon which radically altered people’s lives, especially within the confines 
of refugee camps, where community experiences were restructured and new 
social and cultural problems arose. Many refugees were continually haunted by 
their past.35

endoGenous ResCue: tHe CoMMunities 
oF PoPuLAtion in ResistAnCe (CPR)

We fled to the mountains after they massacred our community. We were on the 
run and terrified. Little by little we began to organise ourselves into groups. It 
wasn’t easy belonging to the CPR; we were pursued, bombed, machine-gunned 
and killed. Some of us were captured. The army destroyed many places and 
burned everything. We had to live like this, to tolerate this terrible situation, for 
many years. We publicised the work of the CPR on a national and international 
level, to raise awareness of what was happening to us, and the way in which the 
army illegally pursued the civilian population.36

The above testimony, provided by an ex-CPR member in the Ixcán and 
a former resident of the village Cuarto Pueblo—where one of the most 
egregious massacres took place in March 1982—evidences how the CPRs 
initially began in an improvised manner as a form of collective self-rescue. 
Communities were obliged to organize as an immediate survival strategy in 
the aftermath of threats or massacres, when individuals and entire communi-
ties would flee to the mountains or jungle to seek refuge. As time passed, 
however, the CPRs became organized and members assumed survival key 
strategies, as we shall see. The above testimony also confirms the manner 
in which the military pursued displaced survivors. The presumption of the 
military was that all of those who fled were guilty of collaborating with the 
guerrilla. Given that the objective of counterinsurgency Operation Victory 82 
was to annihilate the guerrilla’s logistical support base, the displaced popula-
tion logically became designated as a military target.

Thousands of Guatemalan civilians organized collectively to seek refuge 
in the mountains and jungle of the Ixcán either in separate groups or as part 
of the CPR. The CPR and their governing bodies were created over time as 
a formal strategic mechanism to confront continuingly hostile conditions.37 
The maximum authority of the CPR, which was elected by means of a gen-
eral assembly in December of each year, directed working groups that were 
responsible for coordinating a variety of community tasks: surveillance and 
security; health committees; development and education; work; essential 
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supplies; communications and the community’s self-defense. CPR members 
were principally indigenous individuals and communities, victims of the coun-
terinsurgency bound by a sense of collective survival. In many cases, a shared 
indigenous identity and cosmology brought cohesion to the communities, as did 
pre-existing commercial and social networks and kinship ties between them.

The CPRs were keenly aware of the likelihood that they might be discov-
ered at any moment, either by soldiers or by civil patrollers. As a result, they 
built only makeshift homes and an atmosphere of constant fear and necessary 
alert pervaded their daily lives. Under these circumstances, CPR communi-
ties were obliged to be simultaneously mobile and cohesive, and were usually 
situated close to guerrilla camps for the potential provision of protection.38 

However, hope for protection by the guerrilla was often of little use, given the 
limited strategic and military capacity of the guerrilla.

In an extraordinary demonstration of humanity and innovation, CPR mem-
bers developed a series of key survival strategies. While a pervasive sense of 
“reaction” determined much of the CPRs’ activity—communities and indi-
viduals were permitted to join whenever they fled military operations—CPR 
members also actively assisted other communities under threat. Strategically, 
the CPRs used pioneering survival tactics, developed as they were through 
everyday learning processes in hostile conditions. Hats were prohibited in 
order to facilitate the identification of strangers. Dogs were not kept and 
members were not authorized to cook during daylight hours, so as to avoid 
being detected through noise or the smoke from fires. Homes and community 
structures were portable, and could be easily dismantled, concealed and/or 
transported in emergency situations. According to the REMHI report, life 
entailed “great suffering and peril; permanently keeping watch and taking 
precautions; the reorganization of community life in temporary and insecure 
conditions; organizational processes.”39 According to a survivor of the Pueblo 
Nuevo Massacre, who fled into the mountains:

We went to México in 1989, but between 1982 and 1989 we lived in the CPR. 
We even had hens. We had to find ways of living like families. The hens laid 
eggs, and we carried the chickens in small boxes. The chickens grew and wanted 
to squawk. We had to find a way of surviving, because the chickens’ squawking 
would have given us away to the army, but we needed them for the food they 
provided. Consequently, we put a fine thread through their necks, to cut through 
their vocal chords, and they never made a sound.40

tHe RoLe oF tHe GueRRiLLA

Although the CPRs were formed exclusively by displaced civilians, it is 
important to note that they often maintained a close relationship with the 
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guerrilla. The guerrilla generally lacked, however, the military capacity or, 
perhaps, the political will, to defend the predominantly indigenous CPRs 
from the military. While the guerrilla often warned the inhabitants of highland 
communities from the Ixil and Ixcán and the CPRs themselves of imminent 
military operations, countless massacres were perpetrated throughout the 
region. Nevertheless, aware of the importance of the CPR to the guerrilla’s 
long-term survival, the EGP invested considerable time and effort supporting 
these communities. Consequently, the guerrilla played an albeit partial logis-
tical role in facilitating genocide rescue in the region.

Initially the guerrilla provided displaced indigenous communities and 
the CPR specifically with the tools and materials to build shelters in the 
mountains and the jungle. The EGP also broadened what had been political 
activities previously carried out in local communities to include training CPR 
members in a series of key strategies and tactics. According to REMHI, this 
included “the creation of surveillance committees; the compilation of emer-
gency guidelines; the construction of shelters; the creation of safe havens and 
the establishment of communication mechanisms in the eventuality that com-
munity members were separated.”41 However, CPR members were generally 
unarmed and, with few exceptions, did not participate in guerrilla actions. 
Rather, collaboration with the guerrilla largely consisted of providing emer-
gency refuge, food and other logistical support to them.

According to former CPR leaders, the fact that these communities collabo-
rated with, or were geographically close to guerrilla encampments, did not 
signify that they were controlled by the EGP. Interviewees have stated that the 
CPRs were autonomous and directed by their own civilian authorities, which 
bore no resemblance to the guerrilla’s military organizational structure and 
did not share its goals.42

The CPRs were thus “close but independent.”43 According to a former CPR 
member in Ixcán, originally from Cuarto Pueblo:

While we were living in the mountains we collaborated quite a lot with the guer-
rilla, but we were never armed and we always acted as civilians, living in family 
groups. When the guerrilla needed something, they would purchase it from us, 
and clearly many families collaborated in this way. No guerrilla can function, 
work and survive without a social base. The guerrilla’s objectives at that time 
were a reaction to the situation we were in and to the suffering and mistreatment 
of indigenous peoples. It is also important to recognize the fact that during this 
time the guerrilla helped the civilian population to survive, both in the CPRs and 
in México. For us, it was a question of two groups helping each other, but we were 
never forced to help the guerrilla in the way that we were forced to help the army.

Nevertheless, there is often a fine line between voluntary and obliga-
tory collaboration, as demonstrated throughout the course of the armed 
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conflict, and as Weinstein and Kalyvas have evidenced for civil wars 
and internal armed conflicts elsewhere.44 There is no question that the 
guerrilla depended upon the constant and unconditional support of the 
civilian population in order to pursue its revolutionary campaign.45 
The CPR provided logistical support and a safe haven where insurgents 
could rest between military operations. However, at the same time, some 
interviewees claimed that while they were hiding in the mountains they 
were obliged to support the guerrilla: those who refused to collaborate 
with the EGP were subject to intimidation and death threats. Significantly, 
the guerrilla’s territorial control of the area restricted the communities’ 
freedom of movement, ultimately reinforcing their confinement. Accord-
ing to a former CPR member:

The guerrilla always said to us: you can’t go to México, because if you go, 
you’ll lose everything. They prevented people from leaving. They didn’t want 
anyone to leave, that’s what took place in April and May of 1982. But in Octo-
ber, a group of 50 families managed to leave for México. We had no idea that 
so many people were leaving, that there was an important support structure in 
México. The guerrilla didn’t tell us what was happening. The guerrilla didn’t 
want us to go to México because we were their oxygen, their social base. So we 
were forced to stay where we were. People began asking questions too, about 
the security that the guerrilla provided for the communities. The guerrilla didn’t 
defend us very well because they didn’t have the capacity.

exoGenous GenoCide ResCue: ACtoRs 
And netWoRks in MéxiCo

Due to their proximity to the Mexican border, a large proportion of 
Guatemalan civilians, particularly those displaced from the department of 
Quiché during the first few months of 1982, sought refuge in México. Many 
of those who crossed the border into México had already built commercial 
and social networks there. Campesinos from the Ixcán, in particular, had pre-
viously worked on plantations in southern Chiapas, especially at the Puerto 
Rico Estate. As a consequence of these networks and the trust they had built 
up, in particular with local farmers and religious communities, when the vio-
lence broke out, many massacre survivors immediately sought refuge on the 
Puerto Rico Estate. These indigenous refugees remained in Puerto Rico until 
the Mexican government formulated a clear policy toward refugees and initi-
ated their transfer to the states of Quintana Roo and Campeche, several years 
later. According to a campesino from Santa María Tzejá: “The campesinos 
and small landowners had previously given work to Guatemalan campesi-
nos, so there were already links between them before they fled to México.”46 
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Mexican estate owners provided better working conditions and salaries than 
their Guatemalan counterparts.

Approximately 145,000 Guatemalans sought refuge in México, of whom 
45,000 eventually settled in official refugee camps. In response to the grow-
ing humanitarian crisis, the Mexican government established the Mexican 
Commission for Aid to Refugees (COMAR). COMAR was incorporated into 
the Mexican Interior Ministry and overseen by the Department of Immigra-
tion, “whose previous mandate had been to prevent undocumented Guatema-
lans from entering México in the first place.”47

During the first few months of the mass exodus, campesinos from the 
highlands, particularly from the Ixcán region, fled to southern Chiapas. 
Initially, the Mexican authorities barely tolerated their presence, channeling 
assistance and support via COMAR, whose presence was augmented when 
the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) later established an 
office in the region. However, the human rights situation rapidly deteriorated 
as refugee numbers swelled, particularly after the massacres carried out in 
April 1982. In this context, under pressure from the Rios Montt regime, 
Mexican authorities changed their policy toward Guatemalan refugees. 
According to a wide range of sources, including political analysts, mem-
bers of the Catholic Church from the Diocese of Chiapas and Mexican civil 
servants, the governments of México and Guatemala did not consider it wise 
to allow refugees to remain close to the Guatemala-México border for a pro-
longed time, given the security threats to both states. It was in this context 
that non-state actors provided the safety net for refugees, as Mexican state 
institutions failed them.

Both governments coincided in perceiving that it would be dangerous 
to allow a “hostile” population to remain close to the border zone, largely 
because it would provide fertile ground for clandestine guerrilla operations, 
creating a “safe haven” in which guerrillas could move freely and take refuge 
when necessary. Given that the Ríos Montt regime regarded refugees as an 
extension of the guerrilla, it feared that refugee camps close to the border 
zone would facilitate the flow of arms between both countries. The presence 
of Guatemalan refugees in México would also likely have provided the inter-
national community, including the UN system, with access to information 
about the mass atrocities being committed by the Guatemalan Army, thus 
undermining the government’s repeated public denial of state terrorism. The 
Mexican government itself feared that the presence of organized, socially 
conscious refugees in Chiapas, one of the poorest states in México, might 
itself generate widespread unrest among its own indigenous population. 
Consequently, in 1984 Mexican authorities forcibly transferred Guatemalan 
refugees to the states of Campeche and Quitana Roo, claiming that the move 
was designed to guarantee their safety. Hardly a decade later, as we know, 
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Chiapas was to experience its own guerrilla insurgency, when the Ejército 
Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) emerged.

PueRto RiCo, CHiAPAs, MéxiCo: MAss ResCue

The Puerto Rico estate rests on the border with Guatemala, approximately six 
hours’ walk from the community of Cuarto Pueblo. According to interviews 
with the estate owner, Don Antonio, and campesinos from the Ixil and Ixcán, 
prior to the armed conflict, Guatemalan campesinos, mainly from Cuarto 
Pueblo, Mayalán and Los Ángeles, regularly worked on the Puerto Rico 
Estate. The laborers developed a close relationship with the estate owner and 
other workers, which extended to the exchange of produce and labor. The 
estate owner’s family itself often visited Cuarto Pueblo’s market. Trust and 
collaboration were determinant factors in the relationship that had been built 
up with time.

According to those interviewed, following an initial confrontation between 
the guerrilla and military forces in Cuarto Pueblo in April 1981, displaced 
campesinos sought refuge in territories bordering on Puerto Rico. Displaced 
campesinos remained in these territories for several days, until a Guatema-
lan helicopter arrived to transport them back to Guatemala. However, the 
continuing violence meant that life was intolerable and the campesinos soon 
returned to México.

Over the next few months, levels of violence diminished as the military 
strategically withdrew from Ixcán in preparation for its final, and most brutal, 
counterinsurgency offensive; consequently the flow of Guatemalan refugees 
to Puerto Rico decreased significantly. However, on the 14th of March 1982:

At midday, two children from Cuarto Pueblo came to our house on the estate. 
We think that lots of people have been killed in a massacre and we don’t know 
where our parents are, they told us. At 8 pm we began to hear a commotion 
and we saw light coming from the mountains. About 16 or 22 women arrived 
without their husbands, with their small children and what they had been able to 
carry, things from their homes, food, but not much. They’ve destroyed us, they 
said. They’ve killed our entire family. They couldn’t explain what had happened 
because they were crying so deeply; I’ve never seen people in such a state. They 
stayed for about a month in the house, and there was a time when we couldn’t 
walk here because there were so many people on the floor. Later we began to 
build a camp.48

From this moment, a dramatic increase in the flow of refugees from the Ixil 
and Ixcán (in the department of Quiché) to México, and from other regions of 
the Guatemalan highlands, took place. Over time, a series of refugee camps 
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were built in Chiapas and the largest camps were based in Puerto Rico, El 
Chupadero and La Sombra. Although approximately 15,000 Guatemalans, 
predominantly indigenous Maya, passed through Puerto Rico, the camp was 
home to 5,500 permanent residents until the Mexican government began to 
transfer Guatemalan refugees to other Mexican states, in 1984.

According to Don Antonio, the estate owner providing rescue:

Each day they arrived from the mountains, their shirts in shreds. They had 
injuries from bullets and machetes; they were bleeding and crying. Sometimes 
children arrived without their parents and sometimes women came alone. They 
were traumatized. Many of them couldn’t speak. One day 1,900 people arrived. 
They slept just here. They were terrified that the army, the Kaibiles (special 
forces), would come for them. So we created a surveillance system. There 
wasn’t a day that went by without someone dying from their injuries, or from 
illness or malnutrition. Many died from sadness. We dug mass graves where we 
buried the bones of all those who died; there were mountains of bones, and it 
was a terrible sight to see. Only someone without a heart can think about this 
and not feel sad.49

Don Antonio’s prior relationship and networks constructed with some of 
the massacred communities, his indignation at the violence they had suffered, 
and his belief in the injustice of the killings drove his efforts to support the 
indigenous refugees. His links with the religious and medical communities 
in Chiapas itself, however, would become decisive in broadening the rescue 
effort to include other actors, who were themselves driven by a set of humani-
tarian values. The consolidation of a network of rescuers furnished with 
human and material resources ultimately sustained the rescue.

Gradually, and with the support of COMAR and UNHCR, the camp was 
furnished with a basic infrastructure, including a shelter for refugees to sleep 
in, a warehouse, and a runway for landing light aircraft used to transport 
medical supplies and doctors from nearby Comitán.

According to a Mexican doctor who treated refugees during this period:

At first, the question of mental health was not very visible, although later on it 
became extremely evident. The refugees were civilians, mainly indigenous, and 
many of them had bullet and machete wounds, and signs of torture. They were 
all terrified. The women didn’t want to eat anything. They always said that the 
Guatemalan Army wanted to massacre them, to annihilate them.50

The former Director of Comitán hospital (1975–1986) describes how refu-
gees from the Ixcán began to flow into México toward the end of 1982 and 
1983. They arrived starving and miserable, and each day there were several 
fatalities due to tuberculosis, malnutrition and severe infections.51
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Within this context, the owner of the Cuarto Pueblo estate, together with 
his family, saved the lives of thousands of refugees, as recognized by the 
UNCHR.52 Comitán Hospital and the Diocese of San Cristobal de las Casas 
played an important role in providing refugees with short and long-term assis-
tance. As recounted by a Catholic sister from the Diocese of San Cristobal 
de las Casas:

A steady flow of people started to arrive in 1982. In each camp there were dif-
ferent ethnic groups. They were really scared, even of the Catholic Church, 
especially when foreigners came. They explained that they had left Guatemala 
because they were fleeing from the Kaibiles, the Guatemalan Army’s Special 
Forces. At first they hardly spoke, but gradually they began to share their sto-
ries. Many people from Cuarto Pueblo lived with us. One of the women was 
experiencing severe psychological trauma. These women had been abused and 
raped by the soldiers. One of the girls always kept watch to see who was nearby. 
I told the woman to prepare the meat for lunch. But she couldn’t. She started to 
shake and cry uncontrollably when she saw the meat. She said, I can’t eat this, 
because it reminds me of the women who were spread out on the road, cut open 
like cows. She told me how mothers had drowned their children so that the army 
wouldn’t hear them crying.53

The estate owner, doctors and members of the Catholic Church, have con-
sistently confirmed that none of the refugees carried weapons. According to 
interviews, the only “weapons” that presented serious difficulties for the refu-
gees had been their Bibles. Those who had not already buried their Bibles in 
Guatemala did so as soon as they arrived in México. They were afraid that the 
Guatemalan military would catch them with their Bibles, and many refused to 
admit that they were Catholic, for fear of being persecuted, given that many 
direct targets of the military had been those involved in Catholic catechism.54

The structures established by non-state actors in Chiapas represented the 
primary initial response to the crisis; a response that was, at first, improvised, 
but that later grew into a structured network that followed clear strategic 
policy patterns. As the refugee flow became increasingly acute, the UNHCR, 
COMAR and the Catholic Church collectively responded with material sup-
port. As the crisis continued, they offered training and lectures for refugees 
in the Puerto Rico camp, related to the war and its origins, Mayan culture, 
human rights, and national and international law. However, these courses 
were suspended in 1989, when there was a shift toward the teaching of 
Mexican history. Everyday life in the camps was highly structured so as to 
ensure maximum participation in pedagogical activities. As a result of this 
process, the refugees who eventually returned to Guatemala were compara-
tively more educated and politically aware than those who had stayed behind 
and survived.
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tHe Risks FACed By ResCueRs in MéxiCo

In contrast to the case of the CPR, it is difficult to gauge the extent to which 
refugees in México collaborated with or were supported by the EGP. Accord-
ing to one refugee who remained in México:

From México we always organised ourselves with the guerrilla and we coor-
dinated with members of the guerrilla in order to provide them with food, 
medicine and sometimes refuge. But at the same time, people were afraid of the 
guerrilla. We took food to the border with Guatemala, to leave it with members 
of the CPR. People who decided to join the Irregular Local Forces, the guer-
rilla’s local support base, were armed, but we never had weapons in México and 
the civilian population was always unarmed. There were always members of 
the guerrilla among us and we often had to hide them so that they wouldn’t be 
found. The army patrolled the border and captured people. Helicopters circled 
the area.55

Although this interviewee attests that refugees provided the guerrilla with 
logistical support, several other refugees who remained in México deny that 
such collaboration took place. Nevertheless, a wide range of sources, includ-
ing employees of Comitán Hospital, have confirmed that the inhabitants of 
refugee camps were unarmed.56 According to Taylor:

Many of the refugees had some sort of connection with the guerrilla, and they 
maintained strategic alliances with rebel groups while they were living in exile. 
However, it is important to emphasise that the refugees were civilians, and it 
was in this condition that they made plans to return to Guatemala. The refugees 
shared some of the guerrilla’s ideas, but they were never subordinate to the 
guerrilla.57

As evidenced, the Guatemalan military relentlessly persecuted and pursued 
both CPR members and refugees, including those who fled to México. 
According to survivors of the massacres who fled to México and Mexican 
citizens interviewed as part of this research, the Guatemalan military carried 
out cross-border military operations on several occasions, in contravention of 
international law, putting both the lives of the victims and the rescuers at risk. 
These border violations often occurred when the Guatemalan military flew 
over Puerto Rico, although no formal complaints appear to have been lodged 
by the Mexican government against the Guatemalan state. On one occasion 
in 1983, when armed Guatemalan soldiers attempted to enter the Puerto Rico 
Estate illegally (and forcibly), the estate owner reported the situation at the 
local army barracks: “As a result, Mexican soldiers threw them [Guatemalan 
soldiers] out of the country.”58 On another occasion when the Guatemalan 
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military entered their estate, Don Antonio and his sons confronted them, 
armed only with hunting rifles. The military withdrew without incident.

In the words of a Catholic sister from the Diocese of San Cristobal de las 
Casas, “I saw the Guatemalan military flying over Puerto Rico a couple of 
times during 1982. They aimed their guns at us. In 1982, in Chajul, México, 
Guatemalan soldiers threatened us. They were armed and they kept us hos-
tage all night.”59

The Guatemalan military then conducted ground incursions and aerial 
bombardments with the aim of capturing and killing refugees. Those inter-
viewed testify to the fact that Mexican citizens were also killed during 
these military operations. According to several testimonies, the most serious 
incursion occurred in El Chupadero in April 1984: seven people were killed, 
including women and children. As explained by the Praxis study: “The con-
stant persecution of these communities reveals the extent to which the objec-
tive was to eliminate or capture [Guatemalan refugees] at all cost, despite 
knowledge of the fact that they were members of the civilian population.”60

The Guatemalan military threatened Guatemalan refugees, and put at risk 
the lives of Mexican citizens, including civil servants and members of the 
Catholic Church who provided the refugees with humanitarian aid. Signifi-
cantly, members of the Catholic Church and civil servants who were inter-
viewed as part of this research also claimed that, during this period, they were 
harassed by both Mexican and Guatemalan authorities, in response to their 
work with Guatemalan refugees. In contrast to rescuers in other contexts, 
rescuers in México were not breaking domestic legislation, nor were they 
contravening international law.

Exile seriously affected and altered important aspects of indigenous 
culture. The destruction of indigenous culture had been a direct objective 
of the massacres perpetrated in indigenous communities within the frame-
work of the scorched earth counterinsurgency campaign.61 Nevertheless, the 
impact upon indigenous culture was made yet more acute even for those 
who sought refuge outside of Guatemala. In fact, it is arguable that refuge 
in México exacerbated the genocidal impact of the counterinsurgency in this 
respect. According to a member of the Catholic Church in San Cristobal de 
las Casas:

The women wore ordinary clothing when they arrived; they didn’t want to wear 
their indigenous dress because they were scared that the Guatemalan Military 
would realise that they were indigenous and attack them. They were therefore 
conscious of the link between the violence they had suffered and the fact that 
they were indigenous. They always said, they want to annihilate us. They were 
all terrified, and many of them didn’t want to go near the border zone. They 
started to wear the clothes of indigenous Mexicans, so that they wouldn’t stand 
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out so much. They also started to speak with a Mexican accent, so that it would 
be more difficult to identify them as Guatemalan. They didn’t want to admit that 
they were Catholic, either.62

Between 1983 and 1984, Guatemalan refugees were forcibly transferred to 
the Mexican states of Campeche and Quintana Roo, provoking widespread 
fear, as it was widely believed that they were being returned to Guatemala. As 
a result, those interviewed confirm that many refugees evaded the Mexican 
authorities by hiding in the jungle area, where they later perished. There is 
no access to reliable data regarding the exact number of refugees who died 
en route to México, or once they had arrived in the country. However, as 
occurred with the CPR, counterinsurgency operations aggravated the already 
dire and inhumane conditions suffered by the refugees, in the process con-
travening international law. Even when the massacres perpetrated within the 
framework of the counterinsurgency came to an end after 1984, the army 
continued to regard Guatemalan refugees as a serious threat to national secu-
rity. Consequently, the military maintained high levels of control in areas of 
former conflict, such as northern Quiché. When refugees began to return to 
Guatemala informally (after 1983) and formally (after 1994), they continued 
to face considerable difficulties.

CLosinG ConsideRAtions on tHe GuAteMALAn CAse

This chapter has evidenced histories of individual and collective response 
in the face of the brutal violence that characterized Guatemala’s genocide, 
exploring how initially improvised rescue processes became sustainable 
through the organization and consolidation of rescue communities and net-
works. The processes that emerged in a context of prevailing and intentional 
horror, were anything but banal, demonstrating histories of resilience previ-
ously silenced in academic scholarship and how agency exercised in the con-
text of genocide confronted egregious violence—thus the need to remember 
the rescuers and what they did to provide shelter to victims.

A series of factors, including preconditions, networks and context, pre-
cipitated and shaped both endogenous and exogenous rescue efforts in the 
Guatemalan case, as Thalhammer et al. have convincingly argued for pro-
cesses of rescue elsewhere.63 In the immediate context of the violence, lacking 
resources and connections with external actors, internally displaced persons 
(IDPs) fled to urban areas of the country or, as explored here, went into hid-
ing in mountainous and jungle areas bordering on their communities. As the 
likelihood that displacement would be a protracted process became clear 
to IDPs, and in the context of ongoing counterinsurgency operations, IDPs 
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developed innovative survival strategies and organized themselves into regu-
lated networks and clandestine communities. CPRs became highly structured 
and organized entities where rescue and collective self-rescue merged into a 
singular process. Cohesion within the CPRs was consolidated by social sanc-
tion and pre-existing indigenous values of reciprocity and solidarity, while 
survival was sustained by sheer strategic innovation and the prior cosmologi-
cal knowledge of plants and animals that facilitated living off the land. The 
CPRs benefitted from previously structured networks with the guerrilla, who 
trained them in tactical methods to withstand the hostile conditions and state-
sponsored political violence faced by the CPRs, conditions that the insurgency 
itself had confronted. However, the guerrilla was unable to protect the CPRs 
from the vicious counterinsurgency, and its role was only partial in endog-
enous rescue, and non-existent in exogenous rescue. The capacity of indig-
enous communities to withstand the acutely adverse conditions of internal 
displacement for over a decade was in itself profoundly courageous. However, 
tales of heroism do not adequately explain the capacity of indigenous agency 
and resilience to resist mass violence and, not insignificantly, partially limit its 
impact: approximately 20,000 lives were saved through the CPRs.

Exogenous rescue in Guatemala was itself determined by the social and 
commercial networks built up over decades between individuals and com-
munities on either side of the México-Guatemala border. While a degree 
of chance may have molded these relationships, indigenous victims took 
advantage of the opportunities that they afforded and their previous experi-
ences with the estate owner and his family, driven partly by the personality of 
Don Antonio. Pre-existing networks in this case were critical in facilitating 
an enabling environment for genocide rescue, as were the values of those 
individuals involved. In short, driven by his humanistic values, Don Antonio 
had always displayed his moral values: treated his workers well, paying them 
decent wages and providing dignified working conditions. Significantly, by 
remembering the resources that Don Antonio was able to provide in the 
immediate aftermath of the genocide, we can see how they were critical to the 
survival of the victims in the most acute moments of Guatemala’s humanitar-
ian crisis: over five thousand individuals lived permanently in Puerto Rico.

Moreover, as the refugee flow spiraled, infrastructure was accordingly built 
on the estate and food and clothing were supplied in response to the deepen-
ing humanitarian crisis. However, it was the networks between individual and 
institutional rescuers, including those in the religious and medical communi-
ties that guaranteed the sustainability of exogenous rescue by structuring a 
broader enabling environment that itself made use of wider resources, institu-
tional, legal and social opportunities and legitimacy and credible information. 
While moral and religious values may have driven the actions of particular 
individuals, it was broader structural preconditions and evolving conditions 
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that defined which paths would be more feasible to follow and subsequently 
have greater impact. Breaking no laws, Mexican rescuers responded to the 
tardiness of the Mexican government and, in some cases, to the institutional 
closure that refugees were subject to, itself contingent upon foreign policy 
and relations between México and Guatemala.

The histories of genocide rescue documented in this chapter fracture the 
all-encompassing narrative that mass violence perpetrated in the framework of 
genocide consumes and destroys all order, leads to atrophy, closes down human 
agency. The resistance asserted by genocide rescuers and victims who commis-
sioned “collective self-rescue” in Guatemala attests to human defiance against 
horror, resilience to state organized and perpetrated barbarity and the reorder-
ing of community in the face of social destruction and unhinged brutality.
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Chapter 5

Between Memory and oblivion

The Cases of eureka and Afadem

isabel de León olivares, Maribel Rivas-Vasconcelos, 
and Miriam Rodriguez

On September 26, 2014, a crime against humanity left Mexican society 
stricken with fear when 43 students of the Escuela Normal Rural “Isidro 
Burgos,” were disappeared at the hands of the police and military of the 
Iguala municipality in the state of Guerrero, home of the work of Partido de 
los Pobres, guerilla directed by a teacher named Lucio Cabañas. While it is 
known that such crimes have been, for years, one of the Mexican state’s strat-
egies for eradicating political opponents—human rights defenders, activists, 
among others—of the current establishment, such enforced disappearances 
have been silenced crimes, invisible and often forgotten by the Mexican soci-
ety. Calls of “They took them alive; we want them alive!” filled the streets 
across México that night, as the country was forced to remember that crimes 
committed by the state were still taking place. Mass marches and class can-
celations became ways in which the population has shown their empathy 
with the pain and anger of parents of the missing youth—who have managed 
to attract national and international attention and support. The problem of 
enforced disappearances in México is longstanding and possesses character-
istics reflecting the state’s obscured social and political practices. The specter 
of the disappearances continues to roam the streets, accompanied by the his-
toric impunity that has paved the way for such crimes to continue unpunished.

This chapter addresses the study of civil groups seeking to end the practice 
of enforced disappearance from a rescue studies framework: individuals, 
groups, and organizations who help the victims of gruesome human rights 
crimes without demanding any retribution or recompense, even when they put 
their own lives or the lives of those close to them in danger.
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An eARLy BeGinninG

The problem of enforced disappearances in México is characterized by their 
continuing reoccurrence since the late 1960s. Enforced disappearances were 
first used as a counterinsurgency practice within the context of the Cold War 
to annihilate the “internal enemy” and to create an atmosphere of fear and 
uncertainty among the population.1 The first documented case of enforced 
disappearance in México was the arrest and disappearance of Epifanio Avilés 
Rojas in 1969 during the Gustavo Díaz Ordaz administration.2 Rojas was 
a teacher and member of the Asociación Cívica Nacional Revolucionaria 
(ACNR). The number of disappeared by the state substantially increased 
following the reemergence of various guerrilla movements throughout the 
1970s within both rural and urban areas of México. According to the Special 
Report on Enforced Disappearances by the National Human Rights Commis-
sion (CNDH), 532 cases of enforced disappearances between the late 1970s 
and early 1980s were registered. From the 532 cases, 351 occurred in rural 
areas and 181 occurred in urban areas. Of 351 rural cases of disappearances, 
an incredible 332 cases occurred in Guerrero.3 Enforced disappearances have 
continued to increase ever since. Felipe Calderón Hinojosa, president of 
México between 2006 and 2012, declared the so-called “Mexican Drug War” 
in 2006, during which approximately 27,000 cases of disappearances have 
been registered. These disappearances are attributed equally to the state and 
to organized crime.4

iMPunity And deMoCRAtizAtion

A second aspect that characterizes the problem of enforced disappearances 
in México is the impunity that shields perpetrators. Authorities have not been 
tried for the crime of enforced disappearances since the 1970s. The process 
of the so-called “democratization” that México underwent toward the end of 
the 1990s was a process that favored impunity of such crimes.5 Unlike other 
Latin American countries, the transition of the Mexican government did not 
bring about truth commissions that registered enforced disappearances and 
other crimes against humanity that were committed by the Mexican state 
during the Cold War. In fact, the change from a “Priísta” hegemony to a 
multiparty system was characterized by an amnesty pact between different 
actors of the political elite, which led to the invisibility of enforced disappear-
ances.6 This invisibility and impunity continues to this day and is manifested 
in the case of police and political authorities of Iguala, who have been under 
investigation due to the events revolving the 43 missing students. Some police 
and authorities of Iguala have been incarcerated under charges of homicide, 
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organized delinquency, and kidnapping. However, they have not been accused 
of enforced disappearances—once again leaving this crime in complete impu-
nity with tremendous repercussions for the perpetuation of a criminal state. 
By failing to prosecute the crime of enforced disappearance the criminal jus-
tice system renders invisible crimes against humanity committed by the state.

In this historical context of impunity and silence that has encompassed 
the enforced disappearances in México since 1975, there exist a number 
of diverse, unarmed, and peaceful popular organizations. Organizations 
such as the Comité ¡Eureka! and Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos 
Desaparecidos y Víctimas de Violaciones a los Derechos Humanos en 
México (AFADEM) hold the search for the disappeared and the demand for 
justice and punishment for those responsible as their core objectives.

tHe ResCueR: An exPAndinG ConCePt

The organizations chosen for this study undertook collective responses to 
confront the violence perpetrated by the state. They will be examined from 
a socio-historical perspective that takes into consideration both the personal 
history of some of their members, as well as the political and social relations 
of the organization, and the historical context in which these relations occur. 
It is from this perspective that we will analyze their origins, development, 
demands, actions, and motivations, but also show the differences and similari-
ties that exist between organizations with the same goals.

The concept of rescuer that was derived from Holocaust research carried 
out by the Yad Vashem Institute of Jerusalem was originally used to refer to 
those who, without receiving any reward, actively risked their lives to save the 
lives of others within contexts of genocide, war, massacres, and other crimes 
against humanity. Similar to perpetrators of genocide, the intentions of the 
“rescuers” were crucial to determining if their act could or could not be con-
sidered an act of rescue. Some researchers analyzing the Holocaust7 propose 
to go beyond psychological or moral analysis to attain a better understating 
of the social, political, and geographical contexts in which the rescuers appear 
and succeed or fail. Studies have sought to explain the motivations and behav-
iors of the rescuers, not only from their own personal histories but also within 
the contexts in which they arise, including their networks and relationships 
that provide them with information, resources, and assistance. At the same 
time, it is necessary to analyze not only isolated individuals acting selflessly 
toward others but also communities and institutions that are effectively active 
when grave injustices arise, as argued in Courageous Resistance: The Power 
of Ordinary People,8 which defines rescuers by considering three aspects. 
First, rescuers are those who offer help toward others selflessly at a high risk 
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or cost to themselves or members of their networks. Second, their actions are 
the result of a conscious decision stemming from their understanding of the 
context in which they carried out their actions. Finally, their efforts are sus-
tained over time. This is the manner in which rescuers are distinguished from 
“heroes,” whose actions are relatively spontaneous and brief.

Different authors in this volume have proposed the need to broaden these 
traditional concepts of rescuers in order to capture the Latin American 
experience. They suggest building a theory that allows for the inclusion of 
the rescuer during the Cold War into the larger scholarship. Our work aims 
at analyzing those humanitarian organizations that were fundamental to the 
search for political prisoners and the enforced disappeared, as well as the 
rescue of historical memory as a demand for justice during the Cold War 
and its aftermath. Members of Comité Eureka and AFADEM are included 
within the category of rescuers that Scott Strauss proposes, in which rescue 
can be understood as “not so much selfless attempts to save lives of those 
who were targeted for genocide than a risky behavior that was in opposition 
to genocidal violence and thereby saved lives.”9 Eureka and AFADEM clearly 
perform risky behaviors in the Mexican context where enforced disappear-
ances and impunity are ever-present, as members of Eureka and AFADEM 
have been subjected to intimidations from multiple political actors, including 
harassment and death threats.

As in many other Latin American countries throughout the last quarter of 
the twentieth century, it has been an extremely complicated endeavor to hear 
the voices of victims of state violence in México. Additionally, the right to 
conserve and respect the memory of deceased and disappeared persons has 
been denied, since it is considered a threat to the official narrative of the 
state. Terror strategies of the Cold War, in addition to imposed silence and 
impunity, uphold the feeling of helplessness of the population violated by 
state violence. Within this context, an examination of the Comité Eureka and 
AFADEM is a contribution to the rescue field for their labor in defense of 
victims and their denouncement of human rights crimes. Their work has been 
essential and necessary to remembering that México—although it did not 
have a military dictatorship like Chile or a revolutionary armed conflict—also 
has its share among Latin American countries’ experiences with policies of 
extermination. These policies include torture, displacements, and enforced 
disappearances, among others. Without the relentless work that the organiza-
tions have continued despite setbacks and disadvantages, the struggle and 
solidarity that Mexicans and the international community has shown to family 
members of the 43 disappeared of Ayotzinapa would be significantly less.

We believe it necessary to reformulate the concept of rescue to go beyond 
a semantic definition, as observed by Clarie Andrieu.10 We propose to decon-
struct the term “rescuers” because of the different forms the term adopts, 
ranging from different rescue acts carried out by organizations or individuals 
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that seek to rescue victims and cadavers, to the retrieval of the memory of 
what occurred. As shown in the following pages, the search for the bodies in 
clandestine graves headed by AFADEM has been fundamental to demonstrat-
ing the guilt of the Mexican government in these crimes.

The rescue of bodies is extremely important to ending the agony that 
people feel when a member of their family is disappeared, living between 
pain and uncertainty about what has happened to their child, father, mother, 
sibling, or spouse (see also Chapter 3). We argue that rescuers take different 
forms in accordance to their social, political and historical context. In other 
words, human beings accept the possibility of helping others according to 
the opportunities presented to them by the context in which they find them-
selves.11 For a relevant analysis of the rescuer in the case of México, and in 
relation to the organizations analyzed here, we provide a historical overview 
of what has shaped the existence and actions of these organizations. We ana-
lyze those who become involved in these organizations, their reasons, and the 
social segments to which they belong. Finally, we consider the relationship 
between the general population and these organizations.

CoMMon oRiGins: CoMité euRekA And AFAdeM

Aside from the release of 148 political detainees, the rescue of memory 
on enforced disappearances in México has been one of the most important 
achievements of Comité Eureka. In this sense, Comité Eureka has been a pio-
neer that not only invented slogans such as, “They took them alive! We want 
them alive!” that continue to be heard in marches and protests in México, 
but also in the appropriation of public space where the denouncement of 
enforced disappearances can hold a privileged space. The Casa de la Memoria 
Indómita, founded in México City in 2009, is such a place. It functions as a 
museum, exhibiting documents (such as photographs) and objects related to 
enforced disappearances that occurred throughout the so-called “Dirty War.” 
Comité Eureka leads the demand for justice regarding disappearances in the 
cultural and judicial arena, demanding the opening of archives and the declas-
sification of secret information, and denouncing the cultural and educational 
policies of the state for their lack of memory regarding past atrocities.

According to historian Evangelina Sánchez,12 organizations in opposition 
to enforced disappearances in México have a common origin: the “Comité 
de Familiares de Presos y Ex Presos Políticos,” composed in 1975 as a direct 
response to the environment of repression imposed by the state after the 
student movement of 1968 on the one hand, and the proliferation of urban 
and rural guerillas in the 1970s on the other. Wives and family members 
of political prisoners and dissidents against the government comprised this 
committee. The committee’s objective was the legal defense of victims by 
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following up on judicial processes until securing their release. This committee 
carried out the pioneering work of gathering information on political prison-
ers, demonstrating the problem of politically motivated enforced disappear-
ances for the first time in México, even as the instances of these considerably 
increased between 1974 and 1978.13 It was then that the committee became 
increasingly complex, paving the way for the creation of various regional 
committees in Guerrero, Nuevo León, Jalisco, Tamaulipas, San Luis Potosí, 
and México City. Their tasks were to piece together information regarding the 
disappeared in each of these states: full names, ages, birthplaces, places of 
detention, and other pieces of pivotal information for their search.

The committee of Nuevo León was of vital importance to the beginning 
of Eureka. Rosario Ibarra de Piedra founded the Nuevo León committee on 
April 16, 1977. Ibarra de Piedra was a housewife whose son, Jesús de Piedra, 
a militant in the Communist League, was disappeared in 1975. Piedra was 
disappeared along with family members of other political and disappeared 
prisoners in Monterrey. The Nuevo León committee was able to quickly 
expand its scope of action, establishing contact with wives and mothers of 
disappeared persons from other states of the Mexican Republic. In August 
1977, the Nuevo León Committee became Comité Nacional Pro Defensa de 
Presos, Perseguidos, Desaparecidos, y Exiliados Políticos and by 1984 the 
committee had become the Comité Eureka.

Earlier, in October 1978 a new division within Comité Nacional paved 
the way for the emergence of Comité Nacional Independiente Pro-
Defensa de Presos, Perseguidos Desaparecidos, y Exiliados Políticos, adding 
“Independiente,” to distinguish it from the group headed by Ibarra de Piedra. 
The principal leaders of this new committee were Josefina Martínez de 
Martínez and Felipe Martinez Soriano. Martinez Soriano was a pediatrician 
from Oaxaca, linked to the guerrilla movement there, known as Unión del 
Pueblo.14 This independent committee was the direct precursor of the current 
AFADEM, founded in 1997, in which most relatives of the dissappeared 
from Guerrero came together. Despite this common origin and their pursuit 
of the same goal, both the Comité Eureka and AFADEM have important dif-
ferences in terms of organizational structure, demands, actions, and political 
relations at a national and international level, as well as in members and dis-
course. These are differences that largely explain the scope and limitations 
of these organizations.

oRiGins oF CoMité euRekA

June 9, 1977 marked a point of departure in the life of Sara Hernández de 
Ramírez Duarte. On that day, her husband, Rafael Ramírez Duarte, was 
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kidnapped by police officers, along with his borthers Guillermo and Carlos. 
Although Guillermo and Carlos returned home, Rafael did not. In fact, Rafael 
was last seen in Mexican army prison cells located in Millitary Camp No. 1, 
where a number of detained persons were held in captivity. Ramírez Duarte’s 
arrest reflected the fact that one of his brothers, Juan Manuel Ramírez Duarte, 
the Bolchevique, was the leader of the “23rd of September Communist 
League,” México’s most important urban guerilla group of the 1970s. Prior 
to the Ramírez Duarte’s disappeareance, Sara Hernández had led an ordinary 
and “wonderful” life beside her husband, son, and future daughter.15 She 
was forced to begin the tireless search for her partner after his diappearance, 
a search that led to her active integration in Comité Eureka. In this regard, 
Hernández states,

In September of 1977, my mother in law, Delia Duarte, learned about an orga-
nization of family members who searched for their sons or daughters that were 
kidnapped by the state, too. My mother in law came into contact with the orga-
nization by phone. It was a phone number from Monterrey City. Around those 
days, she learned that the person with whom she had spoken would be in México 
City. They met in person and this was how my mother in law met Rosario Ibarra 
de Piedra, who was also searching for her son. [. . .] In 1978, I joined, worked, 
and in my spare time, participated in activites of the then National Committee 
for the Defense of Prisoners, Persecuted, Exiled, and Political Disappeared of 
México.16

According to Sara Hernández, from the begining, the committee was 
mainly composed of women—mothers and daughters. The principal motiva-
tion was simple and forceful: “the search for our family members.” Elizabeth 
Mair explains that this motivation radically changed their daily lives:

They left their homes in search of their children and they found themselves 
immersed in a new way of life that was previously unimaginable. A life which—
beside indelible pain of the loss—consisted of meetings, marches, events, con-
fereces, hunger strikes, solidarity, and daily encounters with officials. Husbands 
and other family members empowering them to rebuild themselves into different 
women from who they were before the repressive drama.17

Without a doubt, the strength of the Comité Eureka is attributed to the 
fortitude and committment of “las Doñas,” a term that was used to identify 
the female members of the committee. Yet, the scope and achievements of 
this organization should be understood against the specific historical context 
in which it was developed and the political and social relations that have 
been established with other sectors of Mexican society—especially with the 
country’s leftist political parties. Against this background, Comité Eureka, 
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even earlier, through its existence as the National Committee for the Defense 
of Prisoners, Persecuted, Disappeared, and Politically Exiled, was character-
ized by a vertical structure with Rosario Ibarra de Piedra at the top. Ibarra de 
Piedra was from Monterrey, the housewife of a well-known doctor from that 
northern province who had decided to move to México City in search of her 
son. For this and more, she became one of the most visible activists in the 
struggle against enforced disappearances in México.

In 1977, Ibarra de Piedra managed to place the topic of enforced disap-
pearances at the forefront of national public debate through various factors. 
First, Ibarra de Piedra organized new and ongoing civic mobilizations with 
las Doñas, such as the so-called “paradas,” which means “standing.” At 
these paradas, las Doñas dressed in black with photographs of their family 
members hanging on their chests in high-traffic areas. In this same respect, 
Ibarra de Piedra organized hunger strikes in important public spaces, such as 
the Metropolitan Cathedral in México City. Second, she was able to arrange 
meetings with Mexican presidents. For example, the National Committee 
managed to hold four hearings with López Portillo during his government, 
on April 19, 1977, August 31, 1978, December 7, 1978, and on August 31, 
1982. The government has not always proven to respond well to committees. 
By contrast, the Comité Nacional Independiente received hostile treatment 
from the government: constant, violent evictions and hearings with the gov-
ernor’s undersecretary, as opposed to López Portillo himself.18 Thirdly, Ibarra 
de Piedra gained international presence for el Comité through different trips 
that allowed for meetings with different organizations. These organizations 
included Amnesty International (England, 1978), Pen Club International with 
Mexican Writer Elena Poniatowska (1980) and meetings with the Working 
Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearance of the United Nations based 
in Geneva, Switzerland (1980). Lastly, thanks to the relations that Ibarra 
de Piedra was able to establish with left-wing political parties, the Comité 
pushed for greater presence and participation in the Mexican political system 
controlled by priísmo, following the 1977 Electoral Act.

Regarding these last efforts, a very fruitful association between the Comité 
Nacional and the Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores (PRN) was 
established in the course of the 1980s. Together with this leftist political 
party, the Ibarra de Piedra’s Comité founded the Frente Nacional Contra la 
Represión, por la Solidaridad y las Libertades Democráticas (FCNR) toward 
the end of 1970. Sara Hernández considers this front one of the main achieve-
ments of the Comité because it managed to gather together more than 60 
social organizations that not only render visible the topic of enforced disap-
pearances in México, but also pressured the government to release hundreds 
of political disappeared that were in clandestine prisons, including the libera-
tion of 148 prisoners in 1979. It is from this event that Comité Nacional de 
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Rosario Ibarra de Piedra changed its name to ¡Comité Eureka! that connotes 
“¡he encontrado!,” I have found it!. The Comité’s association with PRN 
opened the doors to Ibarra de Piedra’s political participation in three elec-
tions: two presidental ones in 1982 and 1988, and one for federal deputy (rep-
resentative to the Congress) in 1985. Although the PRN disappeared toward 
the end of the 1980s, the relationship of Comité Eureka with leftist parties 
did not cease. In fact, its ties were consolidated by networks and connections 
with the Partido de la Revolución Democratica (PRD), whose political power 
in México City has made it possible to maintain Ibarra de Piedra’s presence 
and her struggle against enforced disappearances in the capital of the nation 
to this day.

AFAdeM in GueRReRo

As we have previously mentioned, the state of Guerrero was the most dam-
aged by the strategy of enforced disappearances. Historically and to this day, 
Guerrero has been marked by great, rural social inequality. In 1960, 74.25 
percent of the population was rural and 25.75 percent was urban, and the 
majority of its population was illiterate (62.1 percent). Guerrero had the larg-
est peasant labor force in the country, while contributing just 1 percent of the 
national agricultural activity. Guerrero also held the title of the poorest state 
in México. In fact, 93 percent of homes in the state did not have running water 
and only 23.5 percent had electricity.19 In 1960, more than three quarters of 
households had just one room per family and an average of five occupants. 
Only 10 percent of homes had sewage and the predominant building material 
was adobe (this profile is similar to the one found in communities in Guate-
mala analyzed in this book).20 The caciquiles structure (which still persists) 
controlled the buying and selling of coffee.21 Political parties took advantage 
of these structures to establish convenient relations of social control and to 
gain votes in the polls.

In addition, vast exploitation of forests by four national corporations and 
one international company devastated 80 percent of Guerrero’s forests. The 
production of coffee and coconut oil, some of the highest in the country in 
previous decades, began to drop significantly. Beginning in 1955, peasant 
groups were no longer entitled to government loans. While structural and 
political violence always took place in Guerrero, the 1960s and 1970s brought 
forward a greater amount of political violence that stained the population, 
especially the population of Atoyac. The results of state’s terrorism were 
murders, rapes, and enforced disappearances. At least two armed movements 
converged in Guerrero. One of the armed groups was composed of civics, 
headed by Genaro Vasquez. The second armed group was the Partido de los 

Esparza & De Ycaza_9781498533263.indb   115 11/7/2016   5:43:11 PM



116 Isabel de León Olivares, Maribel Rivas-Vasconcelos, and Miriam Rodriguez

Pobres, headed by Lucio Cabañas. Cabañas was a teacher and graduate from 
the Escuela Normal de Ayotzinapa, a fact that highlights the importance of 
Ayotzinapa in the disappearance of the 43 students in 2014. Toward the end 
of the 1960s and early 1970s, peasant workers in the region saw Cabañas as a 
figure who would lead their economic and justice demands. Against guerrilla 
presence, and especially the Partido de los Pobres, the Mexican state executed 
at least five types of counterinsurgency strategies, including the participation 
of paramilitary groups known as “white guards,” which were linked to the 
caciques. Violent raids in the shantytowns opened new ways to penetrate rural 
mountains communities in Guerrero without much opposition.

Cabaña’s family members, sympathizers of guerrilla movements, and 
many members of the general population were detained. According the Cold 
War doctrine of national security, counterinsurgency strategies to “eradicate 
the water where the fish swim” were carried out. This was the internal enemy 
and the “annihilate the hope of social change” period. Many of the detained 
ended up in the Military Camp Number One. Airstrikes and consecutive 
extrajudicial executions followed.

Despite the state violence, the struggle of family members to find their 
siblings, children and parents did not come to a halt. One of the disappeared 
of that period was Rosendo Radilla. His crime was said to be composing cor-
ridos, Mexican traditional songs, with political content. Radilla had also done 
outstanding work on issues of social justice in his community. Radilla was 
detained while traveling with his son on August 25, 1974. His disappearance 
paved the way for bringing enforced disappearances to international courts 
and to accusing the Mexican state of the crimes. Radilla’s family members 
began to use their mutual pain and vulnerability as a point of unity and sup-
port. This was how, over time, AFADEM was formed. Violence by the state 
destroyed family and community ties, but failed to impede collective efforts 
from rising.

People who have been linked to AFADEM are mainly family members 
or victims of the repression by the state, like Julio Mata, who serves as the 
organization’s general secretary and also occupies the post of secretary of 
communications with the Federación Latinoamericana de Asociaciones de 
Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (FEDEFAM). Mata was politically 
persecuted, and the situation forced him to distance himself from his family 
and to abandon his old life. Mata spent years hiding from the police until he 
reached Guerrero and AFADEM helped him resolve his situation. Soon after, 
he decided to join the work of this AFADEM, although his case had already 
been resolved and he did not have a disappeared family member.

AFADEM’s fight is rooted in the search for disappeared family members 
and going beyond the demand to bring them back alive.22 This organization 
has directed their struggle on an institutional level, through national and 
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international courts. AFADEM has carried out political, legal, and public 
denunciations. Surpasing momentary and personal justice, AFADEM has 
made national and international demands, challenging the selfishness that is 
said to be representative of the human condition.

Unlike Eureka!, AFADEM has stayed away from political parties with 
the intention of avoiding commitments that might limit their behavior. At 
first, AFADEM brought people from various states of the Mexican Republic 
together, especially people from rural areas. The composition of the members 
of AFADEM was heterogenous. However, over the years, only members from 
Guerrero remained, particularly the people of Atoyac. While the passing of 
time has wreaked havoc on the number of AFADEM members, its influ-
ence and strong participation in human rights organizations has continued 
to thrive. Among the great achievements of AFADEM is having brought 
Rosendo Radilla’s case to the Inter-American court and obtaining a favorable 
ruling in 2009. The statement indicated the Mexican state’s responsibility 
in the violation of the rights to personal liberty, failure to recognize a legal 
personality and life, urged the Mexican state to investigate Radilla’s the case 
and to comply with the criminal proceedings in connection to his arrest and 
disappearance. The Mexican state was also urged to continue to search for 
and locate Radilla or his remains. The state was also pressed to organize a 
public act of acknowledgment of responsability in relation to the facts of the 
case and to honor the memory of Radilla.

AFADEM has also collaborated in the foundation of other associations, 
such as Diego Lucero, whose objective is the search for the politically and 
socially disappeared in this new wave of violence in México since 2006. A 
second goal is to have a more complete database of this period. The figures 
indicate that there are about 820 disappeared on a national level, 600 of whom 
are from Guerrero. However, this organization acknowledges that much 
remains to denounce, but that people remain silenced due to fear to voice 
their grievances.

AFADEM’s trajectory has not been simple, but, as mentioned by Julio 
Mata, one of its main sources of strength is its ideology and certainty that 
it will not capitulate to the state. AFADEM asserts that it will take cases 
to ultimate consequences, and to “not sell out to the state or to a political 
party.”23 Being a family member of a disappeared person has not always been 
the reason why people become involved in this struggle. Within the narratives 
that interviewees have provided, there are cases where parents, siblings, and 
others decided to continue their lives and leave that painful side of their lives 
in the past. Perhaps rescue stories of organizations go beyond kinship ties 
or perhaps it is in the sense of humanity within everyone. For some, being a 
victim of the political violence of the state led them find their place in life; 
others turned their grief into strength. For example, Tita Radilla, Rosendo’s 
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daughter, always kept the lessons of her father close to heart, and for that 
same reason, never ignored the search for justice.24 She was very close to her 
father and among the lessons that she remembers from him, are these words:

I was 17 years old and I asked him: “Api—that’s what I used to call him—they 
say that everyone has a price, how much are you worth?” He thought about it for 
a moment and said: “Well, perhaps I am so small that there is not a coin that is 
worth what I am worth.” This lesson stayed with me and has helped me in life, 
like that of loyalty. And he was someone who kept his word no matter what. 
That is the lesson, to never sell out.25

Nowadays, there exists a reality in México in which political and social 
violence has not been stopped. On the contrary, cases of enforced disappear-
ances continue to rise. In light of the new wave of disappearances and with 
the legacies of the past still prevalent, new groups of people searching for 
their family members have begun to emerge. However, this new generation 
of organizations arising from enforced disappearances that have taken place 
since the presidency of Felipe Calderón, do not always recover from the 
legacies of the past. Julio Mata would say that this is one of the limitations 
of AFADEM: its members can no longer be active, and the new generations 
don’t seem to be as completely committed to mobilizing as activists. The 
results are somewhat contradictory: widespread impunity, while at the same 
time leading some people to use of their capacity to resist and empowers them 
to take action.26

According to historian Anleu Hernandez, resilience is the ability of 
humans to adapt to adverse living conditions, to overcome them, and become 
strengthened. Resilience is comprised of two levels. The first level is the 
ability to resist destruction and the second is to preserve integrity in difficult 
circumstances, as well as the attitude to react positively despite those difficul-
ties. In fact, Mata affirms that as a victim of the repression, he was able to 
find his purpose in life through this repression. Mata found social struggle in 
the social work.27

The economic aspect is another limitation. The autonomy of AFADEM has 
been very costly; although it has opened doors little by little, along with other 
organizations, it has not been able to make use of public spaces that other 
organizations have. Even so, from its struggle, AFADEM has been able to 
collaborate with academics such as Evangelina Sánchez and Claudia Rangel, 
who have embraced their struggle through Andrea Radilla, another the 
daughter of Rosendo Radilla. Their collaboration resulted in the book Desa-
parición Forzada y Terrorismo de Estado en México. This book is relevant 
for the rescue of memory of organizations such as AFADEM and it is one of 
the works that illustrates the acts of repressions committed by the Mexican 
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state toward the end of the twentieth century. This organization’s journey has 
been difficult, and has required a great deal of patience. For instance, Andrea 
Radilla came to occupy a place as a professor in the University of Guerrero 
to receive the support of Evangelina Sánchez and Claudia Rangel, to obtain 
economic resources that allowed for the book project to be published. Mean-
while, Tita Radilla also had to wait several years in order to become involved 
in the struggle. Following the above, she narrates:

I spent time giving birth and raising my children during the first years of his 
disappearance, although I do not remember details of my children. When my 
second daughter was born, my mother in law, who was a midwife, helped me. 
Before leaving, she told me that she would leave the door unlocked in case my 
husband came. Suddenly, I heard that the door was opening and as I peered I 
saw that it was my father with his farmer suit, his hat, and his satchel. I shouted, 
“Api, you came!” He smiled at me and suddenly I felt goose bumps. I closed 
my eyes and he disappeared. I got up and I looked for him everywhere, but he 
was not there. When my third daughter was born in Acapulco, a nurse moved me 
from a room where there were other women, to a room where I was alone. When 
he left, the door opened and it was my father. He smiled at me and I stayed quiet 
while looking at him until I fell asleep.28

Interest in collaborating with this type of organization crosses between life 
experiences, and socioeconomic, political, and cultural environments. Unlike 
the perception of humans as selfish by nature, some schools of anthropo-
logical thought have shown another image of human beings, highlighting that 
depending on the cooperation and mutual understanding, as a being formed 
from their birth among relatives, who in turn exist in wider communities of 
collaboration.29 In rural contexts, it is common that these ties become closer. 
However, it does not mean that in large cities these ties of support and soli-
darity cannot exist. Anarchist theorist Piotr Kropotkin developed the theory 
of mutual support that argues that the “anti-natural” ways of governments 
and authoritarian states destroy the natural principle of human community: 
solidarity.30 These processes of extreme violence, in which the state makes 
use of all its tools with the intent to terrorize, divide communities, and make 
accomplices of traitors, lead to the destruction of solidarity, as suggested by 
Kropotkin—yet, in such contexts, there is also human resilience. Political 
repression is confronted in various ways depending on the heterogeneous 
experiences of each individual of each community. 

There are many variables that influence the way in which solidarity ties are 
valued, such as loyalty, family, community, and social injustices. Economic 
deprivation may lead one to accept certain agreements or to lose the fear of 
fighting—after all, how much more damage can they cause? Perhaps, it is in 
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that moment in that people analyze what they cannot stand to see happening 
to them or to the rest of the population, because the decision to stay distant 
or to support does not always come from blood ties. In this context, personal 
interests, obstacles, and benefits in México have led sometimes to situating 
the memory of crimes as a space for struggling over the meaning of what hap-
pened in the past. This struggle, however, does not necessary unmask the role 
of the state, mainly because accusations are often made without individual-
izing those responsible for planning and perpetrating the crimes.

ConCLusions

Throughout this essay we have provided a glimpse of two organizations that 
exist in México, their struggle for justice and the rescue of memory that 
comes from various political “trenches,” sometimes radical, symbolic or 
political, among others. The life stories of each and every one of the members 
of these organizations are just as diverse. We consider México as having a 
backward justice and reconciliation process. These processes are trying to be 
rebuilt, but the new waves of political violence complicate the consolidation 
of these attempts to know the other story, the story hidden in trenches dug 
decades ago. Because of this, it is more complicated to identify and sketch out 
figures that are part of these episodes of violence. México comes with years 
of delays to the process of compensations and recognition of crimes against 
humanity.

Comité Eureka emerged from a tragic event in common, forging ties 
between people who would have never expected to meet, people from differ-
ent states and different social sectors. In this organization, the mother figure 
subsumes the discourse of sisters and wives that are involved. Rosario Ibarra 
de Piedra’s figure allowed her to gain support with left-wing political parties 
that ultimately enabled the organization to highlight their discourse and put 
forward their petitions.

While AFADEM also emerged from a tragic event, it is composed of 
people with ongoing community ties and history that goes back to the 1970s. 
AFADEM is composed of the people from Atoyac, Guerrero, bounded by 
their shared happy and sad moments. This is precisely why, when the govern-
ment attempted to undermine their will through a financial remuneration, at 
least in the case of Rosendo Radilla, the family refused to sell out. To think 
that everyone in the community resisted the government’s bribe is truly 
extraordinary in light of the living conditions and life stories of the people in 
this community. There is no one predominant representative in this organi-
zation. Tita and Andrea did not position themselves within the organization 
as daughters of a victim, but rather as part of a tragedy that was carried out 
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against the population of Atoyac, because of impunity. The choice to take 
Radilla’s case to court was made from legal requirements, as opposed to per-
sonal ones. Julio Mata is proof that it is not necessary to be a family member 
of a disappeared person to become involved in these organizations.

There is more to say about these organizations filled with strengths and 
weaknesses, successes and failures, and vices and human virtues. They still 
stand nonetheless—despite the presence of the state machinery used for 
economic bribery, corruption, political persecution, and threats. Human vir-
tues to help others may be contaminated, but not exterminated. They adapt 
and sometimes lose their clarity, but it is within these organizations that we 
find the ideally incorrupt rescue organization that we want to preserve in the 
search for the disappeared, memory, and justice.
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Chapter 6

From Rescue to solidarity

(re) Humanizing relationships 
for Social Transformation

Jenny Escobar and Angie tamayo

intRoduCtion

Writing about the role of “rescuers” in the context of Colombia brings some 
challenging questions. We find it difficult to use the term to describe the 
solidarity and collective efforts of survival and justice we have witnessed and 
been part of. The concept of “rescuer” implies a person saving another from 
a dangerous situation. There is an implied separation between the rescuer and 
rescued that is embedded in power differentials evident in the role of victim 
(rescued) versus savior (rescuer).

The underlying belief, drawing from the Holocaust literature on the topic, 
is that the rescuer is greatly impacting the life of the rescued by their altru-
istic behavior, and if the lives of the rescuers are changed by their helping 
behavior is a by-product of the relationship and not necessarily the intention. 
In this conceptualization of rescuing, the rescuer is motivated by reasons of 
morality (doing good for others) and/or cultural/religious notions of helping 
others. This is not to deny the great risks and severe consequences that people 
who helped those persecuted during the Holocaust faced in response to their 
helping initiatives. Rather, it is to highlight that this literature assumes people 
engage in rescuing acts for the protection and well-being of others and not 
necessarily for themselves. In this chapter, we want to propose a different 
view of “rescuing” behavior that takes into account historical understandings 
of rescuing acts and highlights the transformative aspects that these acts can 
have on those engage in helping others.

The concept of rescuer in the Americas has a different connotation when 
situated within the long history of colonization that gave birth to the present 
day nation-states. In the Americas, the discourse of rescuing the “savage and 
uncivilized” from their “backward” ways was and is used as a justification 
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to commit genocide against indigenous, black, and other marginalized com-
munities. As a result, a “rescue” is not an apolitical act of helping another. 
Instead rescuer is a term that justifies and upholds years of oppression for 
communities that have been historically marginalized through genocidal 
practices and present day forms of institutional exclusion. Similar to the sav-
ior complex, “rescuers” is a racialized concept that situates the “white, middle 
class, western body” as the one doing the rescuing of the “non-white, poor, 
‘third-world’ people.”

What we have witnessed in Colombia working alongside human rights 
defenders, victims of political violence and their families is not “rescuing” 
acts, but rather strategies of survival embedded in a deep sense of solidar-
ity and an urge to rehumanize generations of broken relationships due to an 
ongoing, protracted war. Humans are social beings that require relationships 
to survive; the idea of the independent or autonomous individual doesn’t exist 
in practice. In Colombia, these broken relationships are rooted in a context of 
prolonged internal armed conflict where violence even in its extreme forms 
such as massacres, mass disappearances, and torture have become a normal 
state of affairs. The most evident example of damaged social relationships in 
a time of war is the polarization of a society where people are forced to take 
positions of opposite extremes of “us” versus “them.”1 For civilians caught in 
the middle of the Colombian conflict, armed actors do not believe in the idea 
of neutrality. Instead, these groups often offer civilians a stark choice with 
only three options: “to join them, leave the area, or die.”2 Not identifying with 
one group is seen automatically as being an enemy of the other and for survi-
vors of state violence that choose to collectively organize around their trauma, 
they are categorized by state agents as an “enemy of the state,” “unpatriotic,” 
“terrorists of the left,” and an overall “threat” to the national security of the 
country.3 Polarization and other forms of breaking social cohesion result in 
a climate of fear and distrust that permeates every aspect of society and it is 
within this context of dehumanizing relationships that traumatic events (i.e. 
human rights violations) occur. Therefore, individual and collective acts of 
solidarity can be understood as part of the process to rebuild and rehuman-
ize broken, formerly dehumanizing relationships. Thus relationship building, 
in this case by the act of helping others and each other, in a context of war 
and dehumanization becomes a political act, because it allows individuals to 
become empowered to reclaim their human and political rights after being 
stripped of their humanity.

Also, within the context of a country embroiled in war for decades it 
becomes difficult to identify who is the rescuer? Who is not affected by 
the armed conflict? In this context, violence permeates daily life and is not 
restricted to one group of victims. Therefore, for the remaining of this chap-
ter, we will use the concept of solidarity to capture “helping” behaviors and 
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strategies that we have been part of and/or witness in Colombia. In order to 
begin unpacking the process in which people come together during a time of 
war to help each other survive and (re)build their life we ask the following 
questions: What does solidarity look like in Colombia? How can we capture 
the interconnected relationships of “helping” that take place in a context of 
ongoing violence such as Colombia? How does solidarity rehumanize broken 
relationships?

As two scholar-activists who identify our roots, upbringing, and social 
justice commitment with the people of Colombia, we begin answering these 
questions by situating our own lived experiences as part of the human rights 
movement. We believe that is important to start with our own experiences not 
because they are necessarily exemplary of and/or generalizable to the acts 
of solidarity found in Colombia, but rather because by focusing within our 
own selves, we can best describe the psychological, emotional, and spiritual 
process in by which we choose to join others in their survival and quest for 
social justice.

We begin our stories of solidarity with a brief summary of Colombia’s 
socio-political conflict noting the most important events that contributed to 
the present day violence and its main armed groups. We then transition to 
each of our testimonios to highlight how acts of solidarity begin, develop, 
and are maintain in a context of ongoing violence. Finally, we conclude with 
highlighting some of the broad themes running throughout our stories and 
propose our vision for continuing to understand, implement and foster acts of 
solidarity in our beloved Latin American continent.

CoLoMBiA’s ReLentLess WAR

Tracing the emergence and development of the Colombian conflict is a 
challenging endeavor given the multiple, complex histories and actors that 
intersect throughout time to today’s present day iteration of the conflict. For 
example, Colombia’s conflict can be understood from various perspectives 
such as: historical (as a by-product of colonization), socio-political (stem-
ming from institutionalize inequalities such as racism, classism, sexism, and 
Christian dominance), economic (as a result of feudal, neoliberal policies, 
transnational extractive projects), and political (conflicts for political power). 
The purpose of this chapter is to give you a brief glimpse of this puzzle as it 
relates to our lived experiences in solidarity movements. We will be focusing 
on the violence committed by Colombian state-sponsored actors, particularly 
military and paramilitary groups, since we have witnessed the impact of 
this violence on the communities we have organized with in Colombia. Our 
solidarity efforts have been mostly with survivors of state violence mainly 
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because they are at the center of the human rights movement as a result of 
the massive amount of human rights violations and crimes against humanity 
committed toward them. As part of the human rights movement, we focus on 
shedding light on these crimes and provide spaces for survivors to be seen, 
organize and carry out individual and collective efforts toward social justice. 
By summarizing some of the key moments that explain the emergence of 
paramilitarism and state violence, we aim to provide a context in which to 
situate our solidarity efforts.

Contested tRutHs: stAte VioLenCe in CoLoMBiA

Although not officially considered a dictatorship, Colombia’s dirty war 
against its own people has the same characteristics of the prior dictatorships 
in Latin America.

Human rights violations such as forced disappearances, massacres, exter-
mination of political parties and, social groups, forced displacement, torture, 
sexual violence, and selective killings of social leaders has been committed 
in a systematic way. Even though there have been multiple actors perpetrat-
ing these horrific acts of violence such as, guerilla groups and drug cartels, the 
Colombian government through its military, police, and paramilitary actors 
have played a main role by directly planning and committing violence against 
Afro-Colombian indigenous communities, campesinos and Unionized working 
class. Furthermore, the Colombian government has also used tactics of omission 
to perpetuate violence by either denying their responsibility, looking the other 
way when its sponsored armed actors commit the violence, and by politically 
and legally blocking any initiatives that seek to bring justice for the wrongdoing.

Colombia’s present-day conflict is often traced to the emergence of armed 
struggles throughout Latin America and the War on Drugs. During the 1950’s 
and 1960’s Colombia saw the birth and strengthening of left-wing guerrillas 
groups such as the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), 
Movimiento 19 (M-19) and Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN). These 
groups were mainly led by campesinos, intellectuals, and communities whose 
main claims focused on reforming economic, political and social inequalities. 
As a response to these movements, by 1974, the Colombian government simi-
lar to other Latin American dictatorships adopted the United States sponsored 
National Security Doctrine to fight communism. As it has been extensively 
documented, the label “communist” was up for interpretation and application 
to any groups or individuals who were perceived to be against the status quo. 
Most often than not conclusions of who and what constituted communism 
were arbitrarily applied and thus everyone, but particularly those in less posi-
tions of power, were at risk of becoming the next “enemy of the state.”
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In order to increase its efforts to eliminate any threat to the existing 
political and social powers, in the 1980s similar to the governments of  the 
Guatemala and El Salvador, the Colombian state formed paramilitary groups 
also known as death squads, whose main task was to eliminate all guerrilla 
groups and any social movement.4 In the years to come, Colombia saw the 
birth and development of different paramilitaries groups, such as Asociación 
Campesina de Agricultores y Ganaderos del Magdalena Medio (ACDEGAM) 
and surveillance cooperatives known as Convivir. The Centro de Investig-
ación y Educación Popular (CINEP), a research center with one of the most 
extensive database of human rights violations in the country, reported that 60 
massacres were committed by paramilitaries in the year 1988 alone. Some 
examples of these massacres are: La Mejor Esquina in Cordoba with 38 
victims, Los Coquitos in Turbo, Antioquia with 25 victims, and Segovia in 
the region of Antioquia with 43 victims.5 By the 1990s, paramilitary groups 
acting with economic support of the Colombian State and ensured impunity 
were responsible for committing most of the horrific violence in the country. 
In 1997, the paramilitary groups called Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia 
(AUC), led by Carlos Castaño, controlled large parts of the country and accu-
mulated a lot of power. With the continued financial and military support of 
the United States to the Colombian government, and the channeling of this 
money to private paramilitary groups by officials in government, the paramili-
taries still operate in Colombia despite official allegations of demobilization.6 
Former president Alvaro Uribe Velez carried out his national Democratic 
Security Doctrine through the usage of paramilitary groups and the army as a 
way to eliminate the two major guerrilla groups still fighting today: the ELN 
and the FARC and any other opposition.7

Throughout the conflict, the production and selling of drugs has been one 
of the main financial strategies use by the various armed groups operating in 
the country. Moreover, drug cartels fight for power over land and resources 
similar to and in connection with these groups. The violence emerging from 
the convergence of the drug trade has been insurmountable and unfortunately 
has been reinforce by the U.S. War on Drugs foreign policies such as, Plan 
Colombia that supposedly aim to curtail drug trafficking. Instead, this United 
States led effort, has strengthened the power of Colombia’s military and 
continues to be tied to human rights violations and paramilitary groups. This 
policy is also responsible for causing the displacement of thousands of indig-
enous and Afro-Colombian communities whose livelihoods were attacked by 
toxic fumigation of their lands.

Despite the fact that the violence in Colombia is being perpetrated 
by these different armed groups, including state actors, the mainstream 
Colombian and international press has attributed most of the violence to the 
actions of the “illegal” armed actors of the conflict, particularly the offenses 
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committed by the FARC guerrillas. In contrast, according to various national 
and international human rights organizations, government forces (military 
and police) and their paramilitary allies actually commit the vast majority of 
human rights abuses.8 Yet, the victims of this violence are silenced and their 
experiences are erased from the public record.9 Even though victims of the 
Colombian conflict have been harmed by one or multiple armed actors of the 
conflict, this chapter focuses in particular on the experiences of survival and 
solidarity of survivors of state terror given the lack of institutional support and 
recognition they receive compared to other victims. For example, victims of 
the FARC guerrilla group are able to readily find social outlets that help them 
speak out about their experiences of violence and receive help as victims of 
the conflict. These outlets include for example continuous media coverage of 
the violence committed by the FARC in public news channels, which includes 
a national radio program produced by Caracol (one of the largest media 
outlets in the country) called “Las Voces del Secuestro” “The Voices of the 
Kidnapped.” Through the radio station family members of people who have 
been kidnapped by the guerrilla groups can speak out about their experiences 
and express messages of love and hope to their kidnapped loved ones. For 
victims of state violence these types of media exposure are very limited or 
non-existent, and they are faced with the added burden of finding ways to be 
recognized as victims of the conflict and receive help from others, a burden 
that victims of the guerrilla violence usually do not carry with them.

For many years, human rights defenders and survivors of state violence 
have organized to denounce the crimes committed by the state. As a conse-
quence, they have been persecuted and stigmatized. According to the non-
profit project Somos Defensores/We are Defenders, which has a national 
registry of cases documenting violence committed against human rights 
defenders, one hundred and sixty three cases of aggressions were reported 
in the first six months of 2012.10 These aggressions consisted of eighty-one 
threats, twenty-nine assassinations, twenty-nine assassination attempts, and 
seventeen arbitrary detentions. The report notes that between January 27 and 
June of 2012, on average a human rights defender was attacked every day, 
and killed every six days.

For the National Movement of Victims of State Crime (referred to by its 
Spanish acronym MOVICE) many survivors of state violence who are part 
of their movement have been subjected to further revictimization, which they 
explain is a consequence of identifying their perpetrators as part of the State:

Al reconocer como responsable de la violación de sus derechos a quienes han 
generado la violencia y a quienes mantienen el control social les expone fácil-
mente a ser revictimizadas con la intensión de debilitar, dominar y doblegar 
la voluntad de las personas para intentar hacerles desistir de sus procesos de 

Esparza & De Ycaza_9781498533263.indb   130 11/7/2016   5:43:12 PM



 From Rescue to Solidarity 131

exigibilidad de sus derechos a través de la denuncia y en el peor de los casos 
eliminar a quienes no responden al propósito de dominación para el diseño de 
modelo de sociedad que se pretende.

Recognizing those who generate violence and maintain social control as 
responsible for violating their rights, exposes [victims of state violence] to be 
easily revictimized with the goal to undermine, dominate and defeat people’s 
will as a way to make them desist their processes of denouncement demanding 
their rights, and in the worst of cases to eliminate those who do not respond to 
the design of domination they have for society.11

For survivors of state-sponsored violence the failure of the Colombian state to 
provide accountability and justice for the violations committed against them is 
a result of the (in) direct involvement of state agents in these crimes. A report 
on the levels of impunity in Colombia explains this inaction as a mechanism 
of impunity where silence is a result of the state’s complicity with perpetra-
tors. This complicity is evident in state representatives offering special pro-
tections such as increased salary and other promotions to civil and military 
servants who have been found to have ties with paramilitary groups. The lack 
of investigation of crimes and the minimization of the political nature of viola-
tions are other ways impunity is employed by the Colombian state.12

The separation between human rights defenders and victims become 
blurry for once they identified the Colombian state agents as perpetrators of 
violence, they become and are once again targets of violence. Therefore, if 
we were to understand human rights defenders as the rescuers, that is those 
helping victims of state violence in their journey for survival and justice, 
and the victims as the ones being rescued, then the concept of rescuer, is not 
applicable in a context where once you take a stand against the State you face 
the same repercussions as the victims. It is in this context of ongoing violence 
and silence that solidarity efforts, not rescuing acts, have been taking place.

testiMonies oF soLidARity

Theories such as Feminist Standpoint theory and Chicana Feminist 
Epistemologies have guided the process by which scholars interrogate their 
positionality in terms of power and knowledge building. The power of situat-
ing ourselves as researchers is that it centers our prior knowledge and experi-
ences as legitimate sources of knowledge. Thus, it challenges the idea that 
good scientific research is one that controls personal biases and aspires to be 
objective, rather it posits that as researchers we bring knowledge that shapes 
every aspect of the research to the questions we ask, to how and what kind of 
information we gather, and to how we analyze it.13 Moreover, this framework 
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also centers the experiences of marginalized groups, where the experiences 
and voices of oppressed groups are centered in the research and analysis, 
rather than acting as mere objects of observation by others (Delgado Bernal, 
1998).

In this section, we reflect on our lived experiences to trace our trajectories 
of solidarity. Our testimonios show the way in which our solidarity practices 
go beyond a set of acts to help others but rather stem from our recognition 
that our lives and our ability to heal are tied to each others’ livelihoods. As a 
result, the concept of rescuers is not enough to capture our long-life commit-
ment to social justice and solidarity for its emphasis on one-way benevolence 
falls short on the mutual desire of building in community to live, heal, and 
rehumanize relationships.

LookinG FoR Roots oF soLidARity in My JouRney

I was born in 1991, the same the year that the Colombian government passed 
a series of constitutional reforms. This new constitution was revolutionary, 
to the point that it was known as the constitution of human rights. This new 
constitution said that I as an Afro-Indigenous womx had the right to justice, 
work, equality, freedom and peace. However, those words did not match the 
reality I lived in. 

I was born in a very traditional Colombian family. My dad, a carpenter, 
learned this art from his father, he was the bread provider of the family; my 
mom a housewife committed to her children and her husband and my two 
older brothers, who enjoyed a lot playing soccer.

I grew up in the border of el Distrito de Aguablanca, a settlement that 
started in the 70’s with the arrival of Afro-Colombian communities due to the 
political violence in the countryside. With the years this area became one of 
the most populated areas of the city of Cali, Colombia sheltering a mixture of 
people with different cultural backgrounds and roots. Most of the people that 
live in El Distrito live within their means, have very limited resources, and it 
has a long history of violence, social cleansing, and resistance.

While growing up I was aware of the danger in the streets of my neighbor-
hood. I knew there were gangs fighting to control the territory. I knew teenag-
ers were killed; as part of my reality, that became normal. It was normal to 
hear shots at night and see kids running away to escape from death. I lived in 
the same home for over 15 years, therefore, my neighbors became my family 
too. I was a very “lucky” girl. I always had a plate of food on my table. I did 
not have luxuries, but my parents always gave me what I needed: food, a safe 
shelter, education, and love. However, I knew that some of my neighbors were 
in a very tough economic situation and they had a hard time earning money 
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to have at least one meal per day. That made me very sad, but I saw how my 
mom sometimes invited their kids to our home to eat, or share with them por-
tions of rice or beans, even though we did not have much either. Although 
I did not speak out about it, I always questioned the role of government on 
these daily life situations I saw around me.

In 2001, I switched from public to private school. In general, the public 
education in El Distrito instead of the area was very low quality. Therefore, 
those who wanted a better education had to send their kids to private schools, 
but still these were not very good either. Nevertheless, I started attending 
the Instituto. The Instituto Nuestra Señora de la Asunción (INSA) which a 
project led by the Basilian Priests religious organization. The school made 
emphasis on foreign languages and computer science which was different 
from other institutions because the academic curriculum and the structure 
of the school made it to be at level of many elite schools of the city, but 
for a very affordable price to only kids that lived around the area. With my 
experience in this school I learned that education can help to keep society’s 
oppressed or empower people and communities.

The key components that helped me to developed my critical conscious-
ness, were the education I got, some of the professors I had and my interest to 
keep learning about the political history of Colombia. I learned from school 
that organizing as a collective was important to build community, join forces 
and make claims to have a unify voice, in 2005 in 9th grade when with a 
groups of classmates that are still my girlfriends-sister, created the Collective 
Gioconda Belli, a group dedicated to run activities for the student community 
related to human rights and gender to foster a healthy dialogue with topics of 
our concern. With the guidance of professors and members of the community 
we took our first steps on political agency and community work.

Working with the community for a minimum of 120 hours was a require-
ment to graduate from INSA. That was not a problem to me, because it was 
something that I was already doing and I enjoyed a lot. I was working in one 
of the few hospitals in the area in a program about sexually transmitted dis-
eases. I also spent a couple of hours in the nursing home keeping company 
and feeding the elderly. And other times, I was a math tutor for kids that were 
in 3rd grade and had some challenges with the numbers. By the middle of 
my last school year I was only missing 10 hours to complete the community 
work requirement.

Nonetheless, that year the school launched an outstanding project to help 
students accomplish the community work requirement. Students were invited 
to travel for a week to Trujillo to do the 120 hours in a row. Trujillo is a 
small rural town located two hours away from Cali. The purpose of the trip 
was to work at the Memory Park with the Trujillo Massacre Victims’ Rela-
tives Association (AFAVIT). Even though I was missing very few hours to 
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complete the requirement, I was curious to go because I wanted to know what 
had happened in the community and how they organized. Trujillo is a small 
town in the middle of mountains north of the state of Valle del Cauca. It is a 
region of coffee, blackberries and campesinos. Our trip began in the Memory 
Park with a ritual to remember and honor the victims. In the center of the 
room, there was a piece of cloth with the names of the 342 people. These were 
the victims killed by the government in complicity with paramilitary groups 
between 1986 and 1994. During that week we met relatives of the victims, 
who shared with us stories about their beloved ones, who they were, what 
they liked to do, and the crimes committed against their humanity. Living in 
a culture where the rites and customs to overcome the death of a beloved one 
tell you to let them go, rest in peace and forget them. However, in this case 
doing political memory . . . to remember the victims was part of the mourn-
ing process to overcome the trauma of the political violence. Since the death 
of their relatives had not occurred for a “natural” reason, rather it had been 
a consequence of the political violence, the mourning process required other 
elements like, truth and justice, which are not clearly present or available for 
State victims in Colombia.

One of the reasons why we were there, to help the community to do the 
sculptures of the victims in the ossuaries located in the Memory Park. Each 
sculpture represented who the victim was when she/he was alive, for this 
reason the Memory Park was not about death, it was all about life. In the 
Monument Park I learned about the importance of the memory, as a tool to 
remember our own history with dignity, heal the trauma of crimes against 
humanity, and speak up against injustices and the political violence of the 
country. I was amazed by their creativity to remember their history and their 
victims. It was an act of resistance, telling everyone: “here we are and won’t 
rest until we find justice.”

By the end of the trip I already knew that Trujillo was an example of the 
political repression that many other communities had had to live in the coun-
try due to the social, political and armed conflict. I simply could not turn away 
after listening to their story. I wanted to do something. It was clear to me that 
by joining a human rights organization I was not going to rescue the victims 
and save the world. But I wanted to do something. Anything I could do. I 
was outraged by what was happening. It was in that moment that I decided to 
transform my outrage into energy and actions for the change I wanted to see.

When I finish high school I did not go to the university because nei-
ther my parents nor I had the money to pay. Education is a privilege. So, 
I was a recent graduated high school student. I was not sure what I had 
to offer to victims, but at least I had an inner energy driving me to work 
in pro of social justice. So, I decided to join the Fundación Guagua, a 
non-governmental human rights organization, which led and developed 
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educational, research and organizing projects to contribute to the collective 
construction of peace, democracy and human rights in the country. One 
of our main projects was the Memory Gallery Tiberio Fernandez Mafla 
named after the priest killed in Trujillo in 1991 for denouncing the crimes 
and defending the community. The purpose of the memory gallery was to 
research, protect and promulgate the historical memory of crimes against 
humanity done in Colombia. It was a place for healing. We used memory as 
a tool to reclaim the dreams and projects of those who were victims of the 
political violence of the country. We thought that telling people about the 
memory, the hidden history of the country, was a pivotal task to contribute 
to social justice in Colombia.

At this point, I was already in love with the social movement. The 
Fundación Guagua became my second home, I even spent more time there 
than in my own home. The Fundación was my university, my professors 
were the work team, the victims and the communities. My participation in 
local and national events was essential for my learning process, where I got 
to meet amazing people committed with social justice in the country. It was 
very encouraging to know that I (we) was not alone. In every event, march-
ing, meeting, I met many compañerx that were also denouncing human rights 
violations, organizing for social justice and peace. It was very satisfactory to 
know that we were walking together from different regions of the country for 
the same purposes.

I did not have an excuse for not being there. I always thought if these peo-
ple (the victims) that have been through so many things still had the strength 
to continue fighting, despite the danger and the pain, why would I not have 
the energy? I just could not pretend anything was happening because anyways 
it was part of my reality. Even though there was not a stable economic remu-
neration for anyone in the team, we were very committed with the people. In 
Colombia funding for NGOs, especially human rights organizations is very 
limit, there were times (most of the time) where there was not funding at 
all. This became my daily life. Going to Trujillo every month, for example, 
became part of my routine, because it was totally worth it. Every trip was a 
life lesson. Learning from the matriarch acts of resistance, their love, smiles, 
and willingness keep living and fighting for their relatives’ memory. It was in 
the people where I was finding so much hope. I understood that it was there in 
“doing” where I were able to transform our lives. Those are beautiful memo-
ries and I would do it again. During these years I learned about one thousand 
and one different forms of resistance created by the people.

I was motivated not just for doing good for others, rather it was the path 
that I wanted to walk, because it was on the side (supporting) human life. It 
became my philosophy, belief, my social and moral values and norms. I knew 
that people were not completely responsible for what had happened, but it 
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was the economic, social and political system of oppression. I was not getting 
any recognition for doing this, instead I was judged by my family, it was a 
forbidden topic due to the risk.

In my personal experience the development of my critical consciousness 
was pivotal to continue to work with the community. It was a little bit about 
forgetting about myself as an individual to see myself as a collective, part 
of the community; but it was also about my own self because I was working 
for the change I wanted to see in the world I lived. It was about transforming 
my thoughts into actions for the benefit of the community. I was not helping 
because I had the means to help, but I had the will, an important element, 
that might gave me energy, ideas, creativity to do things. It was a horizontal 
relationship.

Solidarity in the Colombian context where many people learn to normalize 
violence due to the longevity of the war, implies to challenge the status quo 
and create new forms of relationships based on love and justice.

testiMony oF soLidARity oF A 
CoLoMBiAnA neW yoRkinA

I grew up in Cali, Colombia’s third largest city, known as the mecca for salsa 
music and the Feria de Cali, an annual two-week festival at the end of Decem-
ber with music concerts, food, and many block parties. My earliest memories 
of living in Cali are of eating homemade soups, salsa music blasting through 
businesses and home speakers, block parties and weekend trips to the coun-
tryside to my grandparents’ farm. These memories also consist of episodes of 
domestic and community violence. One of my earliest childhood memories 
involve witnessing a man get shot while playing outside of my house with my 
sister and friends. As we were playing outside, we saw a man running down 
the block being chase by two guys in a motorcycle shooting at him. My sister 
and friends were able to run into a neighbor’s house but all I had time to do 
was to kneel behind a small block of concrete. I saw panic for the first time 
in this man’s face. It was also the first time I had heard gunshots so close to 
me. As soon as the men turned the corner my sister and I made our way to our 
house, and to our surprise we found the man who had just been chased bleed-
ing in our living room. He was one of our neighbors. My mom was helping 
him control his bleeding as we waited for his family to come for him. When I 
asked my mom what led her to help this man out, she said “out of solidarity, 
it’s what we do for our neighbors, for our family.” This is my earliest memory 
of someone close to me helping another person at great risk.

I left Colombia in 1989 at the age of nine and arrived to the heart of Jack-
son Heights, New York City, the second home for many Colombians living in 
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the United States. Although my life was drastically different in many ways, 
there were some similarities. Once I came to the United States, growing up 
in Jackson Heights provided me with tangible connections to the traditions I 
had left behind: Colombian restaurants, music, festivals and community. The 
violence also continued to happen around me. Growing up working class 
and undocumented in a majority Latino neighborhood I experienced a lot of 
the structural violence immigrants face in the United States: poverty, racism 
and xenophobia. As part of a large Colombian community in the 1990’s, 
I witnessed how drug cartels operating in New York and Colombia had a 
stronghold of our community. Many of my friends and I knew of drug lords 
that controlled our neighborhoods in New York and who worked directly with 
others back in Colombia. There was an unspoken understanding that these 
groups controlled the businesses and drug trafficking happening in Jackson 
Heights and many of my Colombian high school friends were involved in 
them. I went to high school with youth who were employed by these groups 
to sell and transport drugs in and out of New York, some were involved in 
money laundering operations, and others served as cobradores (debt collec-
tors) for the leaders often resorting to threats and violence if people did not 
pay on time. Although we all knew that this was happening in our neighbor-
hood, nobody dared to report it to the authorities given that we all feared 
retribution. I had a friend who escaped to Colombia to avoid being persecuted 
by one of the drug rings in our neighborhood and after two weeks of being 
there was killed. I learned that silence and avoiding at all cost becoming 
involved with the drug cartels were key to our survival. It was not until I left 
my neighborhood to attend college in Manhattan that I dared to start asking 
questions about the violence I had witnessed around me both in Colombia 
and New York City.

My desire to be in solidarity with people in Colombia was not born out a 
need to help or rescue anyone. It was driven by my need to make sense of the 
violence I experienced and witnessed growing up. Although I was the first 
one in my family to attend college, looking back I realized that I was meant 
to be there not only to develop as a scholar but to begin healing the wounds 
I had and will continue to experience. Attending college became the grounds 
in which I began to reflect and learn about the larger forces that contributed 
to the major events of my life. For example, I learned about Plan Colombia 
which supposedly aim to curtail drug production but instead has contributed 
to the fumigation of Colombia’s natural resources, increase displacement of 
thousands of peasant farmers, Indigenous, and Afro-Colombian communi-
ties, and had little effect in changing the realities of my community both in 
Colombia and New York dealing with drug abuse, cartels and violence. I also 
learned about neoliberal policies and the militarization of foreign aid that 
contextualized the reasons the majority of my family decided to migrate to the 
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United States. All of this information provided me with a context in which to 
situate my experiences. It also led me to question about the human capacity 
to endure these types of violence.

I came into human rights and social justice efforts full of questions about 
people that suffer political violence: how did people who stayed in a context 
of violence unlike many who had migrated to other countries like myself, 
survive living in a war? What is it like to grow up in extreme poverty as 
seen in the shantytowns of the major cities and in the rural areas? How does 
one recover from surviving a massacre, being tortured, raped, forcibly dis-
placed? How does one continue living after experiencing these horrific acts 
of violence? Although I was asking these questions about other people’s 
experiences and ability to survive, I was in search of answers that could help 
explain my own survival story. How did I survive sexual molestation as a 
young girl? How did I not fall victim to physical violence from the partners 
addicted to drugs I had as a teenager? How did I survive being invisible in a 
country that despises immigrants and people of color? How did I not let fear 
paralyzed me? How did I make it out of alive when I was surrounded by other 
young immigrant Colombians who worked with drug cartels in New York 
City as hired assassins, drug lords and drug addicts. How did I survive that 
reality? You see my solidarity work was tie to my own journey of continuing 
to understand myself.

I continued my search for answers to these questions as a graduate student 
in a social psychology doctorate program. I dealt with many conflicting feel-
ings that come with trying to bridge academic practices with social justice 
initiatives. I knew that I was not going to be the impartial, objective, social 
scientist that was going to separate herself from the problem of study. I 
believe that research and the resources of the academy had to be put to the 
service of communities that experience structural violence. We owe it to 
ourselves, to our careers. At first, I struggle with finding professors and other 
students who shared my vision of research as a healing practice, but eventu-
ally I found my home in the writings of women of color who for decades 
had been positioning our lives as legitimate sources of knowledge. I found 
other students, mostly first generation college students, who were unequivo-
cally determined to bring their lived realities into academia. I learned how 
to navigate the silencing, psychological and emotional abusive culture of 
academia by strategizing with colleagues on best tactics to push our research 
and social justice commitments forward. In 2008, I was able to travel back to 
Colombia on a human rights delegation after receiving my green card almost 
twenty years after arriving to the United States. During the delegation, I met 
people from all parts of the country who shared one thing in common, expe-
riences of severe violence perpetrated by state armed actors and a great sense 
of courage and resilience to survive and demand justice for the wrongdoing 
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committed against them. Although it was overwhelmingly heartbreaking to 
listen to their testimonies of violence and hear the multiple answers to my 
question about what happened to those who stayed in contexts of war, what 
I found most impactful was their willingness to live and fight for their right 
to exist and demand social justice. I connected their testimonios of survival 
to those I had heard from Guatemalan community in New York City as they 
recalled their experiences with the war in their country. I recognized the 
urgency in their eyes to not be invisible and criminalized by a government, as 
I had seen in the faces of the Middle Eastern community in New York after 
9/11. The graphic accounts of the atrocities they had survived were almost 
identical to the testimonies of Black South Africans who had endured the 
violence of apartheid.

I decided to expand my solidarity efforts with the human rights movement 
in Colombia by merging my academic goals with my social justice ones. I 
focused my dissertation research on understanding how survivors of human 
rights violations are able to endure such violence and become social justice 
advocates. This allowed me to go to Colombia and organized side by side 
with survivors who were risking their lives everyday by publicly speaking out 
about their experiences of state violence and demanding accountability for 
the wrongdoing. Consequently, these acts put them at a greater risk of being 
victims of further violence. It was during this time that I witnessed once again 
acts of helping others and oneself while facing grave risks.

I was part of a group of people, a movement of individuals, coming together 
to help each other survive the effects of an ongoing war and although I may 
have helped some people in their daily struggle of survival, I was greatly 
transformed by them. Survivors of human rights violations gave me the tools 
to investigate my own life. As I began to unwrap myself and shine the light 
into the darkness of my memories and wounds, it was their lives that helped 
me have courage to keep digging in. You see I did not do solidarity work in 
Colombia only for them, I did this not knowingly at the time for me as well. 
For my survival. To understand how I survived so that I could then live. I see 
this a lot in solidarity movements when we focus so much on others because 
our own pain and wounds are hard to see. We even go as far as using our com-
pañeros lives as a way to silence our own voice. I remember feeling guilty for 
thinking that I had anything in my own life that compared to the people I was 
working with. That my truth, experiences of violence, loss, pain and fear did 
not matter in comparison. I used them as a way to stay more silent. But it was 
when I gave myself permission to connect and not compared that I began to 
see the mirrors between us. The stories are different, vastly at times, but our 
responses of anger, indignation, perseverance, fear, and an unbreakable need 
for justice and accountability were the same. It was through them that I got 
to reconnect with all of me. It was through them and their stories that I found 
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my voice. My strength to say my story. This is why the concept of rescuers 
cannot capture the type of solidarity that I did and witness in Colombia. This 
is beyond doing something for other. Solidarity is about realizing that our 
liberation is intertwined and working together toward it.

soLidARity As A WAy oF LiFe

While writing our testimonios we found similar reasons that led us to choose 
solidarity as a way of life. One of these similarities is that we both grew up 
in a violent context that resulted in us questioning our own experiences of 
violence and the violence happening around us. This led us in our search for 
answers that helped us to develop a political critical consciousness.

Solidarity became our medicine to heal our personal and collective trauma. 
We had the need to release all the anger and the pain and transform it into 
action for social change. We saw the same process while working with vic-
tims of state violence. For them, their healing was tied to not only expressing 
the psychological and emotional impact of the violence they suffered but 
their need for truth and justice in a context of impunity. Thus, their search for 
answers to explain the violence against them and their loved ones led them 
to connect with others who were in a similar predicament. Their healing and 
quest for social justice is at the center of developing relationships based on 
solidarity.

A clear example is the memory movement that has emerged during the last 
years in Colombia. Driven by the need to learn from the mistakes of the war 
and to dignify the lives of all those who have died and are disappeared, many 
people have come together to remember, share and reconstruct the memory of 
a country that has lived decades at war. Remembering is a long-term commit-
ment similar to solidarity. When living in a context of violence, solidarity and 
memory become a daily duty and a political act of resistance. Similar to the 
Trujillo Memory Park, in Medellin, Antioquia in la Comuna 13 the organiza-
tion Agroarte cultivate the land and make art such as hip hop to commemorate 
the lives of those who had been disappeared and survived Operation Orion, a 
four day military offensive carried out by the Colombian army in 2002.

Aka, one of the leaders of the organization explained in a video document-
ing their work:14

La tierra contiene nuestra historia y nuestra memoria tambien. Nuestras luchas 
y esas memorias individuales, forman una memoria colectiva. Esas memorias 
nos permiten reconocer muchas cosas que han pasado para desde alli dignifi-
car. Hay personas que echaron frutos y dejaron su semilla, y vuelven a brotar 
muchas cosas.
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The land contains our history and our memory too. Our struggles and those 
individual memories, form a collective memory. Those memories allow us to 
recognize many things that have happened and from there, to dignify. There are 
people that produced fruits and left their seeds, and sprout again many things.

The number of organizations and victim groups working around the topic of 
memory keeps growing rapidly. For example there is the Salon del Nunca Mas 
in Granada, Antioquia created by the group ASOVIDA Victims Association of 
Granada; in Tumaco, Nariño, La Casa de la Memoria del Pacifico Narinese, led 
by the Archdiocese; in Cali, Valle the Galeria de la Memoria Tiberio Fernandez 
Mafla, led by the Fundacion Guagua; in Buenaventura, Valle, La Casa de la 
Memoria, led by the women of Triana, and then there are the itinerary memory 
galleries led by H.I.J.O.S., MOVICE, ASFADDES and many other organiza-
tions that live in solidarity to contribute to the social change in Colombia.

These memory acts become the way individuals and communities reclaim 
their power. Through public and private commemorations of their own lived 
trauma and those of their loved ones, they are able to connect with others 
who have had similar experiences. They also get to tell their own truths. This 
becomes an important aspect of their healing given the negation and violent 
silencing of their experiences. They also are able to commemorate not only 
the violence but the lives, dreams and richness that the violence took away. 
This shows a clear consequence of such violence beyond the number of 
people harmed. It allows for (re) humanization of the victims to take place. 
Memory similar to solidarity is a long term reclaiming of our humanity and 
weaving of relationships across similarities and difference.

As a result, rescuing and solidarity cannot be used interchangeably because 
they have different purposes, motivations, and connotations. The word rescuer 
implies a vertical relationship of power where the “rescuer” has the agency 
and the means to help the “rescued” who is separate from the rescuer and 
may be seen as not possessing much power to change their circumstances. 
Rescuing acts are more in line with acts of charity which are guided by one 
way relationships and motivated by notions of doing good for religious or 
moral reasons, rather than a conscious political decision to transform an 
oppressive society. Moreover, rescuing implies one specific set of actions, set 
in a particular time and moment. In contrast, solidarity is a lifestyle where 
relationships are ongoing and the focus is on decolonizing and rehumanizing 
our relationships and society as a whole.
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Chapter 7

Argentine Rescuers

A Study on the “Banality of Good”1

Jessica Casiro

intRoduCtion

Throughout the twentieth century, genocides have taken place so frequently 
that most people have lost the capacity to be shocked whenever they learn of 
a new case. Many other instances of mass murder have occurred that do not 
qualify as genocide according to the United Nations’ definition, due to the 
fact that, for example, the victims were targeted because of their (either real 
or alleged) political orientation or economic position, as opposed to being 
persecuted for national, racial, ethnic or religious reasons. If we added all 
these cases to the list of genocides, it would be much larger.

In response to the increase in the number of genocides and similar crimes 
that occurred in the twentieth century, we have witnessed the development of 
the field of genocide studies, especially in the last three decades. This growth 
has been quantitative (in terms of the number of studies) and qualitative (in 
terms of the diversity of cases analyzed).

However, unfortunately the same cannot be said about the subfield of 
“rescue studies,” which has received very limited attention. In particular 
scholars studying those crimes that occurred most recently tend to focus pri-
marily on the absence of intervention during these tragic events rather than on 
the exceptional acts of courage that were also present at the time (Balakian, 
2003; Cushman and Mestrovic, 1996; Dallaire, 2005; Elkins, 2005; Power, 
2003). This is understandable, given that the cruelty and violence that 
characterize crimes like these clearly overshadow the very scarce acts of 
compassion that co-exist with them.

But if, as most scholars on genocide seem to agree, passive bystanders 
are a sine-qua-non condition for this type of crimes to occur, wouldn’t it be 
essential to understand what (if anything) distinguishes rescuers from the rest 
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of the population? The very limited knowledge that we have about rescuers 
comes almost exclusively from studies of those who rescued Jews during the 
Holocaust. Rescuers in other genocidal contexts have never been studied, 
with the exception of biographical accounts of particular individuals. This 
is why, in order to broaden our understanding of rescue in particular and of 
helping behavior in general, it is important to analyze rescue in other histori-
cal contexts. This study attempts to do exactly that, by means of analyzing 
the characteristics and motives behind those who acted on behalf of the per-
secuted in Argentina, during the military rule of 1976–1983. While previous 
studies of rescue have used, for the most part, a psychological approach, the 
present work attempts to study the phenomenon sociologically.

tHeoRetiCAL BACkGRound

There are two main limitations in our current knowledge of rescue. First, 
very few scholars have undertaken systematic studies of rescue that attempt 
to explain the phenomenon rather than to describe it. Second, as I said before, 
those studies that are indeed explanatory are based almost entirely on the 
analysis of Christians who saved Jews during the Holocaust.

Many existing studies of rescue are biographical descriptions of particular 
individuals who risked their lives to save others, for example, Oskar Schindler 
during the Holocaust (Keneally, 1983) and Paul Rusesabagina during the 
Rwandan genocide (George, 2005). Even though these projects are very 
interesting per se, they do not attempt to find patterns among rescuers or to 
analyze what (if anything) makes them different from the great majority of 
the population who remained passive while these crimes occurred.

Our understanding of this phenomenon comes primarily from the work of 
scholars who have indeed studied rescue as opposed to studying a particular 
rescuer, trying to draw generalizable conclusions. These scholars found that 
the key to rescue was the rescuers’ ability to disregard all other attributes 
of the needy except for their helplessness and dependence, something that 
Nechama Tec called a “universalistic perception of the needy” (Tec, 1986, 
p. 154), and that Pearl and Samuel Oliner (1988, p. 144) described as a strong 
sense of “inclusiveness.” Regardless of the existence of other conflicting find-
ings, all scholars studying rescue described rescuers of Jews as people who 
saw the persecuted as human beings above all, and who did not care about 
any specific characteristics that they might possess (such as their Jewishness) 
(Fogelman, 1994; Hallie, 1994; London, 1970; Oliner and Oliner, 1988; Tec, 
1986). In fact, rescuers during the Second World War engaged overwhelm-
ingly in the aid of complete strangers (Tec, 1986). Non-rescuers, on the 
contrary, were found to be lacking this sense of “inclusiveness” (Oliner and 
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Oliner, 1988), their universe of moral obligation was bounded, and it included 
only those who were viewed as similar to themselves.

But these conclusions were not convincing enough for me. I found them 
to be incompatible with other findings within the field of genocide studies. 
Specifically, most genocide scholars share the view that the perpetrators of 
this and other similar crimes are ordinary individuals, and that in order to 
understand their actions it is more relevant to look at their social context than 
to analyze their personalities (Arendt, 1963; Katz, 1993). However, while 
evil is thought to be a question of circumstance, good is considered to be a 
question of moral character.2 And this, for me, is contradictory. This is why I 
decided to use a different case study, that of Argentine rescuers, to test exist-
ing theories of rescue and possibly offer alternative ones. As it will become 
clear later, the Argentine case suggests that social networks can be more 
important in explaining rescue than personal attributes and values.

The idea that belonging to groups can have positive effects on individuals 
and communities is very salient among contemporary scholars. Granovetter, 
for example, finds the analysis of social networks to be “the most fruitful 
micro—macro bridge” (1973, p. 1360), and he shows that social ties have 
a powerful impact on the diffusion of influence and information, mobility 
opportunity and community organization. One area of study in which social 
networks occupy a central place in explaining behavior is the collective action 
field. In particular, “empirical studies of social movements point increasingly 
to the role of networks of social relations in recruitment and mobilization” 
(Gould, 1993, p. 182). Until recently, researchers had tried to explain social 
movement participation on the basis of the individual characteristics of move-
ment activists, but these types of explanations have been weak, and they have 
given place to alternative microstructural analyses that focus on structural 
factors. “A number of recent studies appear to demonstrate the strength of 
structural or network factors in accounting for activism” (McAdam and 
Paulsen, 1993).

In part due to its power in explaining collective action, the social net-
work approach has also been used in studies dealing with yet another form 
of behavior: helping acts such as volunteering, charitable giving and blood 
donation (Healy, 2000; Sokolowski, 1996).

Sokolowski, for example, found that social ties and interaction among indi-
viduals are better predictors of both “volunteering” and “charitable giving” 
than personal values and attitudes (1996, p. 273). Eckstein (2001) also criti-
cizes most studies on contemporary volunteerism for their almost exclusive 
focus on the individualistic roots of giving. Putnam (2000), following the same 
logic, notes that the decline in donations to charities and volunteering that has 
taken place in the United States since 1960 is mainly explicable by the paral-
lel decline in group participation. Social networks were also found to be very 
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important in explaining blood donation (Healy, 2000). The present study sug-
gests that, similar to what happens in the study of other forms of helping behav-
ior, in understanding rescue “relational ties among individuals are primary and 
attributes of actors are secondary” (Wasserman and Faust, 1994, p. 8).

MetHodoLoGy

In exploring the factors that contributed to the rescue of those who were 
being persecuted by the military government in Argentina between 1976 and 
1983 I defined rescuers simply as those who helped the persecuted without 
receiving any material rewards as compensation for their actions. I included 
in the definition both those who were involved in single acts of help (one-time 
helpers) and those who engaged in multiple helping endeavors (repeat help-
ers), because I found that there were significant differences between the two 
groups that were worth analyzing. I focused on those who acted individually 
(as opposed to being part of a human rights’ organization), and who provided 
help inside the borders of the country and outside of detention centers.

I used three sources of information: personal interviews conducted by 
myself, written testimonies published in books, memoirs and archives, and 
oral testimonies that were part of the “archive of oral history” project under-
taken by Memoria Abierta.3

I interviewed 37 subjects, of whom 14 were rescuers and 19 were non-
rescuers. I also interviewed four subjects who do not fall into any of the two 
categories mentioned above, given that they were not able to help others 
because they were either in jail or in exile, but who were recipients of help 
themselves. I used a snowballing technique to gather the sample of rescuers and 
recipients of help and I randomly selected a sample of non-rescuers to use as a 
control group. The quotes that are reproduced in this article are excerpts from 
these interviews; however, the conclusions presented in the study are based not 
only on the interviews but also on the other two sources of information that 
have provided me with a bigger picture of the issue of rescue in Argentina.

Interviews were conducted in Spanish and then summarized and translated 
into English. The interview schedule consisted of 34 open-ended questions 
and eight closed-ended questions. All subjects were assured confidentiality, 
and hence, the names used throughout the study are not real.

In terms of the analysis of the data, the responses to both the open-ended 
and the closed-ended questions in my interview schedule were coded into a 
number of standard categories in order to make the responses comparable. 
The information emerging from other written and oral testimonies was, to the 
best of my ability, classified to match the information gathered through per-
sonal interviews. The data were used to make comparisons between groups 
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but primarily the analysis was qualitative. Statistical analyses were not per-
formed because, on the one hand, the samples were too small, and, on the 
other hand, I was more interested in grasping the type of “impressions” that 
only qualitative analysis can provide.

tHe HistoRiCAL Context oF ResCue

Violence and repression were widespread in Argentina before 1976, but the 
military juntas that ruled the country after the 1976 coup took these two con-
cepts to a whole new level. First, repressive actions became the official policy. 
After the coup, repression was organized, planned and executed systemati-
cally by the state. And, second, the military “created” a new form of repres-
sion: the disappearance. Political assassinations and torture to political and 
regular prisoners had been constant features in Argentina before 1976, but 
the concept of the “disappearance” is different. The person simply vanishes, 
without leaving any trace of life or death.4 After the 1976 coup, the Argen-
tine military juntas kidnapped, tortured and disappeared tens of thousands of 
people with total impunity.5

The National Commission on the Disappeared (CONADEP) received the 
testimonies of the family members of 8,961 individuals who, to this day, 
remain disappeared. But it is presumed that the number is much larger.

What was the Argentine society’s reaction to the disappearances? When 
the coup took place in March 1976, Argentina was flooded with insecurity 
and violence, coming both from the extreme left and the extreme right. There-
fore, the majority of the population contemplated the overthrow of Isabel 
Peron’s government with relief (Mignone, 1991).6

The victims of repression and their relatives overwhelmingly use the word 
“hell” in their testimonies when describing this period. But even though when 
asked about the response of society they all talk about “indifference” and 
“rejection,” they also mention the existence of acts of “help,” “solidarity” and 
“rescue.” These were the exception, clearly not the rule, but they saved the 
lives of many, and they are therefore worth studying.

ARGentine ResCueRs: tHe FindinGs

As I mentioned before, throughout this study I have chosen to include in the 
definition of rescuers both “one-time helpers” and “repeat helpers,” given 
that, as it will become clear shortly, they differ in terms of who they are, the 
type of help they provide, the recipients of their help, and the motives behind 
their actions. The following description of rescuers was supported by the 
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testimonies of the rescuers and recipients of help that I interviewed, and by 
the oral and written accounts of rescuers and recipients of help that I used as 
secondary sources.

In terms of age, in 1976, a great majority of repeat helpers were in their 
20s and 30s, some were under 20, and very few were over 40. They were 
both men and women,7 married and single, people with children and people 
without children (two of the repeat helpers in my sample were pregnant at the 
time), in terms of income they ranged from the very poor to the very rich and, 
with regards to education, they ranged from people with only an elementary 
qualification to people with a PhD or an MD. They were students, intellectu-
als, white-collar workers, blue-collar workers, physicians, psychiatrists, and 
housewives.

They came from different religions and there were some for whom religion 
was completely unimportant and others who were very devout. Most repeat 
helpers were at the time strongly or very strongly involved in politics, and 
only a small minority considered themselves to be apolitical. However, even 
those who did not belong to any political organization were usually involved 
in some sort of social activism such as doing grassroots work in shanty towns, 
helping the poor or the sick, or teaching children how to read. Those who 
were politically involved came from different organizations among which the 
following were the most common: Montoneros, UES (High School Student 
Union), PRT (Revolutionary Workers’ Party), ERP (Revolutionary Army of 
the People), Communist Party, several university student unions, several trade 
unions, and other Peronist groups.

Most repeat rescuers were direct victims of the repression in one (or more) 
of three ways: (a) some spent time (ranging from some days to several years) 
in clandestine detention centers or in regular prisons, and most of those held 
in clandestine centers were tortured (one of them lost her unborn baby after 
several brutal torture sessions): (b) some had to go into exile either because 
their house had been raided by military forces or because a family member, a 
close friend, or a compañero8 had been caught; and (c) some had to live clan-
destinely to avoid being captured. Also, most repeat helpers were indirectly 
affected by repression in that they have a family member, a close friend, or 
a life partner who is (or was at some point in time) among the disappeared. 
Only one of the repeat helpers I interviewed was not affected by the dictator-
ship either directly or indirectly, in the sense that he did not suffer the effects 
of persecution himself and neither did his loved ones.9

In most cases, the recipients of repeat helpers’ aid were either compañeros 
or friends. As analyzed in depth later, in the case of political activists, the line 
between compañeros and friends is very thin. Some repeat rescuers reported 
having helped a stranger or someone they knew very little. Some helped fam-
ily members, workmates, employees, or neighbors.
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One-time helpers had a wider age range than repeat helpers. They included 
people in their late teens and went all the way to people in their 80s. In other 
words, when compared to the population of repeat helpers, one-time helpers 
seemed to be on average somewhat older.

No gender was particularly overrepresented among one-time helpers. And 
the same was true about marital status, level of income, type of dwelling and 
place of residence. In other words, one-time helpers were found among the 
poor and the rich, those who lived in houses and those who lived in apart-
ment buildings, those who were small town dwellers and those who lived in 
big cities. They were housewives, teachers, blue-collar workers, white-collar 
workers, intellectuals, doctors, and others. And they were also very hetero-
geneous with regards to their level of education. Just like repeat helpers, 
one-time rescuers were not overwhelmingly religious, and they were not 
overwhelmingly of one particular creed.

In terms of their political involvement, one-time helpers can be divided into 
two groups. Members of the first group (which accounts for the great major-
ity of one- time rescuers) had no interest in politics and, therefore, they were 
uninvolved in political matters. They tended to have no political affiliation 
and to be politically inactive. Those in the second group (accounting for a 
tiny minority of one-time rescuers) were usually not affiliated to any political 
organization, but the difference with the first group is that they were indeed 
interested in politics. For the most part this type of rescuer had an ideological 
leaning similar to that of the persecuted group (although they tended to 
disagree with their violent methods). In other words, one-time helpers were 
either inactive and not very concerned about politics, or interested in politics 
but not actively involved in it.

With regards to the ways in which they were affected by the repression, 
most one-time helpers did not spend time in jail or a detention center, they 
did not have to go into exile, and they were not forced to live a clandestine 
life in order to save themselves. Thus, they were not, for the most part, direct 
victims of repression. However, the majority of them were indirectly affected 
by repression in that they had a relative or close friend who was being 
persecuted.

One-time rescuers of the first type mentioned above, those who were not 
interested in politics, for the most part helped family members, usually very 
close ones. One-time helpers of the second type, those who were not involved 
in politics but who were interested in it and who shared the ideals of the per-
secuted groups, tended to help friends, acquaintances, or strangers referred to 
them by friends, but, once again, they account only for a minority of rescuers.

While repeat helpers and one-time helpers of the first type did not expect 
any recognition from those whom they assisted, and shared a “matter of fact” 
attitude toward their involvement in rescuing activities, one-time rescuers of 
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the second type, who usually helped people that were not very close to them, 
felt that their contribution was not recognized enough, and they do not view 
their past actions simply as a duty.

Now that we have answered the “who” question, let us move on to analyze 
the more interesting “why” question. Why did these individuals get involved 
in helping activities while most of the population remained passive? At this 
point we need to move from the descriptive level to the explanatory level.10 
As I mentioned before, previous studies on rescue have concluded that rescu-
ers were different from non-rescuers in that the former tended to see others 
as fellow human beings above all, and disregard the characteristics and group 
affiliations of individuals, while the latter did not. Rescuers were found to 
have an extremely inclusive universe of obligation, in the sense that they felt 
morally obliged to help anybody in need.

What does the evidence emerging from the Argentine case suggest? A 
strong sense of “inclusiveness” did not seem to be the main motive among 
Argentine rescuers. Repeat helpers for the most part helped people who were 
similar to them- selves in terms of their ideology. Ricardo, a member of 
Montoneros who was 26 at the time, gave me an answer that is representative 
of the responses provided by most repeat helpers in my sample: “I wouldn’t 
have helped just anybody. Not a right wing person. I helped people who shared 
with me an ideology, a way of seeing the world.” Although the repeat helpers’ 
universe of obligation in some cases seemed to go beyond the borders of their 
particular organizations to include all those who were being persecuted by the 
military, this is by no means comparable to the type of “strong inclusiveness” 
that previous scholars have found in those who risked their lives to save Jews. 
In fact, while during the Holocaust many rescuers helped complete strangers, 
this was the exception during the Argentine persecutions.

In the case of one-time helpers, universality was not relevant in explain-
ing rescue either, given that, as I have argued earlier, most one-time rescuers 
helped family members or close friends. There were some scattered cases 
of people who helped complete strangers and some might have done it for 
humanitarian reasons, but they account for a very small minority of rescuers. 
For the most part, one-time helpers helped particular individuals with whom 
they had a strong bond.

In conclusion, this study suggests that Argentine rescuers did not engage 
in rescue because they had a higher morality than the rest. This being the 
case, what should we pay attention to in order to understand their actions? I 
propose that, in order to deeply understand the behavior of Argentine rescu-
ers, we should focus on learning about who they know rather than about who 
they are. My main hypothesis is that an individual’s social network might be 
key in understanding rescue. Given that all Argentine rescuers seemed to be 
connected to the persons they helped, either directly or through a third party 
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acting as a bridge, it is clear that in order to under- stand their involvement in 
rescue, social networks are very important.

But this is a very broad statement. The next question would be: what are the 
channels through which individuals’ social networks are related to rescuing 
activities? I suggest six main avenues through which social ties might have 
an effect on rescue.

1. A pre-existent tie between a certain individual and someone who is being 
persecuted increases the chances that the former will be asked for help

This first point is very straightforward and simple. So simple that it might 
sound obvious. In his study of volunteerism in the United States, Putnam 
(2000) argued that people are more likely to volunteer if they are asked for 
help, and that the more involved people are in social networks the more 
likely they are to be asked for assistance.

My findings are consistent with this assertion. They suggest that the 
main characteristic that rescuers shared, and that non-rescuers seemed to 
be lacking, was either first or second hand knowledge of someone in the 
persecuted group. When asked if during the dictatorship (and before get-
ting involved in rescue) they knew somebody who was being persecuted, 
either directly or through someone close to them, all rescuers answered 
in an affirmative way. On the contrary, when asked the same question, all 
non-rescuers said that they did not. Mario, for example, a doorman who 
lived in greater Buenos Aires in a low class neighborhood, gave me an 
answer very similar in essence to that proposed by all other non-rescuers 
in my sample, regardless of their demographic characteristics such as 
occupation, level of income, education, or gender.

Nobody close to me disappeared. In fact, I don’t know anybody who knows 
someone who has disappeared. I did hear people in the neighborhood talk about 
some dead bodies that were found by the pond. But that is just gossip, I’m not 
sure that what they say is true. I don’t know it first hand.

In contrast, most rescuers claimed not only that they had a relationship 
with at least someone in the persecuted group, but also, on several occa-
sions, they described the relationship as “strong” or “close.” Alejandro, for 
example, who was a repeat rescuer, described how his whole social circle 
began to be affected by the repression:

And as time went by everything became worse and worse, your friends 
disappeared, your relatives had to go into exile, all your loved ones were 
suffering in one way or another.

The fact that rescuers had strong connections with at least someone 
in the targeted groups resulted in the following: each particular rescuer 
was viewed by at least one persecuted individual as an option in a set of 
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possible sources of help. On the contrary, non-rescuers did not even exist 
in the persecuted person’s head. This being the case, each rescuer in my 
sample was more likely to be asked for help than non-rescuers.

2. Social ties might increase an individual’s ability to provide help

In particular for repeat helpers (who, as I have explained before, were usu-
ally involved in politics or other forms of activism), having ties with others 
in the persecuted groups not only led to higher chances of being asked for 
help, but also to a greater likelihood of being able to help indirectly, if 
direct help was not possible, as Javier, a Peronist heavy weight militant, 
who was 24 at the time, explained:

If a compañero asked for help and I couldn’t make it for him, I still could help 
indirectly. I knew people. I knew where to send him.

In this sense, too, social ties were crucial. Activists were not only poten-
tial rescuers, but also, potential bridges between those in need of help and 
those able to provide it.

3. Certain social ties might increase an individual’s willingness to help

So far, I have argued that social ties can affect rescue by increasing the 
chances that someone will be asked for help, and by improving his ability 
to help. Now I want to go further to argue that social ties can have an effect 
on people’s willingness to help.

Individuals, who belong to a different circle than our own, might have 
“access to information different from that we receive” (Granovetter, 1973, 
p. 1371). The tie does not need to be extremely strong for this flow of infor-
mation to take place. “It is remarkable that people receive crucial informa-
tion from individuals whose very existence they have forgotten” (p. 1372).

While the mass media is one of the main sources through which people 
receive information, “studies of diffusion and mass communication have 
shown that people rarely act on mass-media information unless it is also 
transmitted through personal ties” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1374). Therefore, 
in understanding people’s involvement (or lack of it) in rescuing activities, 
it is extremely important to analyze the information that they might have 
received from personal ties, that they would have been unable to get from 
other sources.

In 1977 groups of relatives of the disappeared were protesting in down-
town Buenos Aires asking about the whereabouts of their loved ones, the 
list of names of disappeared people was being published in some news-
papers, and the kidnapping operations took place everywhere, including 
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public places, with many witnesses. In other words, evidence of what was 
going on was abundant (Calveiro, 2001). However, the interpretation of 
the facts is subjective. From the mass media we get a framed, packaged, 
and then delivered version of events. There are always alternative stories 
that can be told in relation to the same set of data.

Those who were not targeted themselves but who had contact with 
someone in the persecuted groups had, through this tie, access to an alter-
native version of events. Through conversations with those they knew in the 
persecuted groups, rescuers formed an alternative story that challenged the 
official story presented by the government through the mass media, accord-
ing to which people did not disappear, they either escaped voluntarily or 
they were killed in armed combat; those killed were portrayed as very 
dangerous guerrilla members and by killing them the government claimed 
to be fighting to restore a highly prized national security. This is the type 
of story that non-rescuers repeatedly told during the interviews when asked 
to describe what they knew about the disappearances, as becomes clear in 
the following testimony by Alicia, a 28-year-old housewife:

If you were not involved in something strange, you had nothing to fear. It is 
probably true that some people died, but many people died on the other side 
too, it was a war, nobody talks about that. Those who talk about the disappeared 
all the time, don’t they remember about the bombs, etc.?

Alternative stories varied. There was not one but many versions depend-
ing on the source. But in general they had in common the fact that they 
challenged, on the one hand, the official denial of the disappearances, and, 
on the other hand, the official description of victims as dangerous terrorists. 
Mirta, a former “Montonera,” described her view of the events as follows:

One thing that I want to make very clear is that this story of the two demons 
that we have the disgrace of hearing so often is bullshit. Excuse the term, but 
that is what it is. You know, those who argue that what happened here was a 
war, that there were two devils fighting against each other, the military on the 
one side and the guerrillas on the other. That is bullshit. There was no war. We 
were not terrorists; we were kids dreaming about a better world. Most of the 
people who disappeared had never seen a gun in their entire lives. What kind 
of terrorist could they be? And even if they had been, how can people justify 
what the military did?

An individual’s ties with members of the persecuted group (who had chal-
lenging views of what was going on, similar in spirit to the one presented 
above) made some alternative version/s available to him. On the contrary, 
unofficial stories were usually unavailable to those who had no contact 
with targeted individuals. Since these alternative views tended to describe 
targeted individuals as victims of cruel and unfair treatment (as opposed 
to describing them as dangerous people who deserved their fate), they 

Esparza & De Ycaza_9781498533263.indb   155 11/7/2016   5:43:13 PM



156 Jessica Casiro

were likely to increase a previously passive individual’s willingness to act 
on behalf of the persecuted. Wanda, for example, whose son (now disap-
peared) was a member of the ERP mentioned:

Before I started to listen to my son, I was clueless. Try to put yourself in my 
shoes. I was an upper class housewife who didn’t care about politics, but who 
celebrated after the military coup. I was happy that someone had come to 
restore some order. I was clueless. My son’s friends said I was “bourgeois,” 
and I didn’t even know what that meant. Was it a compliment? told me about 
the disappearances, I thought he was exaggerating. He said he was afraid for 
his own life, and at first I didn’t understand why. But then I realized how wor-
ried and sad he was, his friends were disappearing. And so I started to take him 
seriously. At this point I did my best to help him, but it was too late. I wish I 
would have been as smart as these kids were.

It is important to note, however, that I am not trying to argue that the 
existence of a tie between two individuals will for sure lead to a flow of 
information from one to the other; instead, I am arguing that this might be 
the case. Also, the fact of receiving certain information will not necessarily 
lead an individual to action. I view the relationship between social ties and 
rescue as a probabilistic and not deterministic one.

4. Social ties might have an effect on rescue by creating a sense of “we-ness” 
as opposed to a disdained “otherness”

Leftist groups were clearly a subculture in the sense that members, who 
account for most part of repeat helpers, shared a particular way of acting, 
thinking, and even talking. In addition to these common ideals, members of 
leftist organizations shared something else: an enemy, namely, the military 
regime. They also shared a condition: that of being considered subversive 
and hence being persecuted. Members of these groups were bonded tightly 
by a set of shared beliefs and ideals, and their bond and feeling of same-
ness with other members of the group grew as they started to be persecuted. 
They felt very close spiritually, especially when comparing themselves to 
the rest. Laura, who was 19 at the time, and who had to leave the country 
in 1977, when talking about her compañeros, mentioned that:

We were brothers . . . [pause] . . . more than brothers, because we chose each 
other, we respected each other, we were on the same side, fighting for some-
thing we truly believed in. We believed in justice, in fairness, in solidarity. And 
our group itself was all about solidarity, about helping our brothers, our com-
pañeros. This view reflects the feeling of all the other activists in my sample.

These similarities in terms of ideals and the feeling of fighting for a cause 
against a strong enemy, and against a group of others who were different 
and indifferent, created a strong sense of we-ness, of brotherhood among 
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members of the persecuted organizations. And these strong ties, in turn, led 
to high levels of empathy and commitment to help those in need. In this 
sense, homogeneity within groups resulted in a mass of individuals who, as 
Sonia, a repeat helper and recipient of help said, were willing to do anything 
for a compañero in need, because a compañero was someone “just like you.”

5. Membership in tight-knit groups might result in a high cost for non-
compliance to the norm of solidarity

In the last section, I argued that the homogeneity of the targeted organi-
zations created a sense of we-ness among members that in turn led to a 
strong level of empathy and hence to a powerful willingness to help those 
compañeros in need. In this section, I want to give a less romantic view of 
the determinants of rescue. Helping compañeros was not only a question 
of empathy and caring, it was also a question of fear.

Several subjects in my sample who were, during the period under study, 
members of different targeted organizations described these organizations 
as “total.” By this they meant that the organization was the militant’s 
whole life; it was the realm where not only the member’s activism took 
place, but also where his social life evolved. In other words, the relation-
ships among members of these organizations were usually multi-stranded, 
in the sense that activists were involved in many different ways; they did 
not only share their militancy, but they also went out together, spent leisure 
time together, some worked or studied together, or they might even date 
or get married. As Pedro, a 19-year-old militant (who is now married to a 
former compañera whom he started dating in 1977), claimed:

Militancy was not only about politics, it was also about friendship. Your 
compañeros were also your friends, and in many cases your girlfriends or 
boyfriends.

When you belonged to one of these organizations, usually all your friends and 
your significant others belonged as well. Not that the organization explicitly 
required it, but it was too hard to make your social life and your political life 
compatible with one another unless they were one and the same. If most of your 
friends, your family, your girlfriend, were from outside, you ended up leaving 
them or leaving the organization.

In addition to being “total” organizations in this sense, these groups not 
only fostered (by their homogeneity, as explained above), but also encour-
aged respect for the norm of solidarity among members. One of the things 
that, in the activists’ minds, distinguished them from the “others” was that 
they were not individualistic or selfish, but instead, they thought for the 
group and lived for the group. Solidarity among members was not just 
a norm, it was the norm, and it is a characteristic that is used constantly 
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to describe these organizations. In other words, solidarity toward fellow 
members was a key “rule” within these groups, a defining trait of the 
groups. Actors who violated that norm were either directly or indirectly 
punished and ostracized. The main way in which a member who did not 
respect the norm of solidarity was “punished” was with the risk of losing 
membership in the group, and this was a high price to pay in “total” orga-
nizations such as these, as Pedro suggests. . . .

If you are a militant, then militants are your social life. If you behave in a way 
that is not accepted within the organization, for example, if you mention that 
you are contemplating the possibility of exile, you are not only risking your 
membership in the organization, you are also risking losing all your friends. 
And at that age, having friends, belonging to a group, is so important that you 
don’t want to risk losing all that.

The norm of solidarity among members was usually internalized by mili-
tants to such an extent that rescuers ended up having a “matter of fact” 
attitude toward their actions. To sum up, in these “total” organizations that 
encouraged and praised solidarity among members, breaking the “rule” of 
helping fellow compañeros could result in the loss of one’s entire social 
circle. Hence, rescue was not only the consequence of having empathy 
toward other compañeros, who were similar to the rescuers themselves, 
it was also a question of following rules to avoid losing one’s social ties.

In more general terms, an individual’s membership in a tight-knit 
group, in which most relations are multi-stranded, increases the cost of 
non-compliance with the group’s norms, and in groups where in-group 
solidarity is a cardinal rule; it increases the likelihood that flows of help 
will exist among members.

6. Heterogeneity in an individual’s social network might widen his set of 
potential rescuers

I have explained before that when an individual belongs to a very homoge-
neous social network (such as the persecuted organizations in our study), a 
sense of we-ness and brotherhood emerges that is likely to lead to solidar-
ity among members.

But in this section, I want to argue that, while the homogeneity in the 
social ties of the persecuted can be key in explaining rescue, the hetero-
geneity of those ties can be equally helpful. An individual’s membership 
to more than one social circle, and the heterogeneity of his set of social 
circles, enables the targeted individual to have more options in terms of 
potential rescuers, and this increases his chances of being helped.

Given that most rescuers, in particular repeat helpers, were themselves 
members of the targeted organizations, a majority of subjects claimed to 
have been helped at one point or another by compañeros, by individuals 

Esparza & De Ycaza_9781498533263.indb   158 11/7/2016   5:43:14 PM



 Argentine Rescuers 159

who were very similar to themselves in many respects. However, com-
pañeros were able to provide help, only during the first months of state 
repression. Later, when the groups started to be decimated, members 
isolated, and all of them targeted, it was those individuals with a hetero-
geneous set of social relationships who found help more easily. Those in 
their social networks who were not involved in the “activists’ subculture” 
were better able to help than those who were so similar to the targeted 
individual that they were extremely likely to be targeted themselves.

Marta (a heavy weight Montonera) explained this very clearly:

What saved me was the fact that I always kept contact with my non-militant 
relations. Some people didn’t, their whole social life gravitated around the 
organization, and for these people finding help was very hard in the end. The 
organization had been decimated, and those who hadn’t been caught had left 
voluntarily. But because I still had friends who were not in politics, I was able 
to find some safe places to spend the night several times, a luxury that others 
didn’t enjoy.

The ability to turn to non-militants for help was something possessed 
only by those who had been able to maintain an heterogeneous set of 
social ties throughout the years.

To sum up, there are six different ways in which social ties are impor-
tant in understanding rescuing activities. First, the mere existence of a 
tie between a certain individual and someone who is being persecuted 
increases the likelihood that the former will be asked for help. Second, 
social ties between potential repeat helpers lead to the situation that if one is 
not able to provide help, he will at least probably be able to refer the person 
in need to someone who is better able to aid him. Third, the existence of a 
tie between someone in a persecuted group and someone outside this group 
permits a flow of information from the former to the later. Assuming that 
people in different groups have access to different interpretations of data, the 
flow of information from the persecuted to the non-persecuted is likely to 
modify the way in which the latter “understands” and “frames” the ongoing 
events, and it might increase his willingness to help those in need. Fourth, 
the sense of sameness that exists in tightly knit persecuted groups leads to 
a sense of empathy among members that increases the solidarity between 
them. Fifth, the multi-strandedness that exists in the relationships among 
members of these tight-knit groups leads to the fact that non-compliance to 
the groups’ norms (a central norm being that of solidarity among members) 
has a very high cost, because the non-compliant member is risking losing 
his whole social life for failing to behave in accordance to the group’s 
expectations. In this way, fear of social rejection might lead to involvement 
in rescue. Finally, a strong heterogeneity in a persecuted individual’s social 
ties might lead to higher chances of being helped, by increasing the quantity 
and qualityof this individual’s list of potential rescuers.11
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ConCLudinG ReMARks

The study of Argentine rescuers suggests that any attempts to explain rescu-
ing endeavors by focusing exclusively on the characteristics and values of 
rescuers, as opposed to paying attention to their social networks, will lead, at 
the most, to a partial understanding of the phenomenon. The main conclusion 
emerging from this study is that rescuers are not necessarily angels who pos-
sess a higher morality than the rest of us mortals. On the contrary, they can 
be as normal as the perpetrators of the atrocities they are trying to prevent.

This study shows that just as there is a “banality of evil” there is also a 
“banality of good.” None of us is exempt from hurting others, but none of us 
is exempt from helping others either. However, our likelihood of becoming 
rescuers seems to increase the more people we know, the more we belong to 
tight-knit groups that encourage solidarity among members, and the more we 
make an effort to maintain a certain degree of heterogeneity in our social ties.

Even though our social networks have a strong influence on how we 
behave, this does not mean that we lack agency; on the contrary, as adults, we 
choose most of our social ties and by doing so we are, indirectly, affecting our 
chances of being asked for help, being able to help, and being willing to help.

How do these findings relate to those of previous studies of rescue during 
the Holocaust? My study is an extension to the ones undertaken by other 
scholars. The latter, as I mentioned before, analyzed the acts of people who 
helped for the most part strangers, while the case I study here is different in 
nature, because Argentine rescuers, for the most part, assisted people that 
they knew. Therefore, social networks seem to be much more important in 
explaining the actions of Argentine rescuers than they were in understand-
ing the rescue of Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe. What can account for these 
differences in the phenomenon of rescue? Is the phenomenon of rescue dif-
ferent during periods of political killings than it is during genocides? And if 
so, why? One hypothesis could be that it is “easier” to view those who are 
persecuted for ethnic, racial, or religious reasons (which, for the most part, 
are innate conditions) as undeserving victims, than it is to feel the same way 
about those persecuted for political reasons (given that political involvement 
is not something that the victims are born with, but rather some- thing that 
they choose). If this were the case, it could account for the fact that those 
persecuted for political reasons are for the most part helped by either people 
who share their ideology or people with whom they have a close relationship, 
while victims of genocide are much more likely to be helped by strangers 
who get involved in rescue out of a strong sense of inclusiveness. In other 
words, the characteristics of the victims and the reason for their persecution 
might generate a difference in terms of who becomes a rescuer. However, 
to test this and other alternative hypotheses it would be necessary to study 
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rescue in other contexts, for example, in other Latin American countries in 
which political killings occurred as well.

PitFALLs And AVenues FoR FutuRe ReseARCH

There are some problems with the sample of rescuers and recipients of help 
used for this study. First, the sample is small, and, hence, it is hard to know 
how generalizable the conclusions are. This is why I consider this project to 
be a first step toward the goal of diversifying the field of genocide studies by 
analyzing rescue in cases other than the Holocaust. Although the sample size 
makes it hard to generalize the conclusions, this study does allow us to gain 
some preliminary findings that should be tested in other cases to see their 
applicability.

Second, given that the population of Argentine rescuers is not known (we 
must keep in mind that this is the first attempt to study this topic) it was not 
possible to build a random sample. Since no one so far has embarked on the 
study of Argentine rescuers, my only option was to start by using my own 
social networks and then apply a snowballing technique to amplify the sample. 
The problem with this type of sampling technique, however, is that the sample 
might end up not being very representative. One way in which I tried to solve 
the problem of the homogeneity of the subjects was by using alternative 
sources of information such as written and oral testimonies gathered by others. 
Although these sources did not focus on the topic of rescue specifically, the 
issue of solidarity tended to emerge throughout the narrative at one point or 
another. The authors of these testimonies did talk about their own acts of help 
or about those who had aided them or their loved ones, and, hence, through 
these other testimonies I learned about rescue either directly or indirectly.

There is a lot of room for future improvement in terms of sample size and 
het-erogeneity of the samples, but support (both from the government and 
from the Argentine people) is necessary for the entire population of rescuers 
to be identified, and hence for a random sampling technique to be possible. 
This type of support is still inexistent in Argentina today. However, in the last 
couple of years there have been signs of improvement in terms of willingness 
to talk about the past on the one hand, and willingness to listen about the 
past on the other hand. Hopefully, if this tendency toward memory continues, 
future studies will be able to solve some of the methodological imperfections 
that this work presents.

There are several avenues for future research that emerge from this project. 
First, as I mentioned before, it would be very interesting to replicate this 
study in other countries that were also victims of either genocides or politi-
cal killings in order to test the generalizability of the results. Second, given 
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that throughout this study I have focused on the help provided by rescuers 
outside of detention centers and within Argentine borders, it would be good 
to analyze the acts of solidarity that existed both inside detention centers and 
in foreign countries toward those in exile. To the best of my knowledge so 
far, nobody has embarked on the study of these two other forms of help, and 
it would be enriching to explore them.

In particular, some interviewees in my sample have suggested that there 
were more acts of solidarity among female inmates than among their male 
counterparts. Also, some subjects have argued that the Brazilian population 
was much more supportive of Argentines who had sought exile in Brazil than 
Argentines were of the Chileans who had chosen Argentina as their final des-
tiny after Pinochet’s coup. These two hypotheses are worth studying.

I hope that this project appeals to a large enough number of scholars and 
non- academics so as to motivate them to learn more about this bloody period 
in Argentine and Latin American history, about the possibility of the parallel 
existence of evil and good, and about solidarity in general terms.

notes

1. Reprinted from Jessica Casiro. “Argentine rescuers: a study on the ‘banality of 
good.’” Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 437–54.

2. Throughout this project I have used the terms “personality,” “personal attri-
butes,” “traits” and “character” when referring to the findings of previous studies 
regarding the causes of rescue. In using these terms I am simply reproducing the exact 
concepts suggested by the authors who made these arguments (who are, for the most 
part, psychologists). The word “character,” for example, is often used by Oliner and 
Oliner (1988). Chapter 5 in their book is called: “Saving others: was it opportunity or 
character?” and the book itself is called The Altruistic Personality: Rescuers of Jews 
in Nazi Europe. I have chosen to utilize the same terms as the original authors because 
they are experts in the field of psychology, while I am not.

3. Memoria Abierta is an alliance of Human Rights organizations that gathered 
in 1999 to promote the preservation of memory with regards to the state repression 
that took place in Argentina in the period 1976–1983. The construction of an archive 
of oral history is one of the projects through which Memoria Abierta seeks to collect 
and store the testimonies of those affected by the repression in different ways. I want 
to express my immense gratitude to this organization for letting me listen to some of 
these testimonies.

4. There were a few disappearances between 1966 and 1976, but they were spo-
radic and they were the work of some paramilitary group, with a loose and unclear 
link with the government, but not acting officially on its behalf.

5. Throughout the study I sometimes use the phrase “to disappear someone.” I do 
so in order to express that the disappearance is not a passive occurrence, but instead, 
there is an actor in charge of it. Disappearing is not something that simply happens 
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to the victim, but instead, it is something that is done to the victim. In addition, on 
some occasions I talk about people who “are disappeared.” By doing this I intend to 
give continuity to the concept. The whereabouts of the person are still not known, 
and although we can presume that he is dead, technically, he is still disappeared. I use 
these two phrases in order to try to stick to the Spanish versions of them: lo desapa-
recieron and está Desaparecido.

6. In many cases individuals or certain groups (such as political or religious insti-
tutions) not only remained passive spectators of the persecutions, but they supported 
the actions of the perpetrators. The present study focuses on the parallel (and excep-
tional) existence of rescue; however, the interested reader can find a brief description 
of the actions of some non-state agents who supported the persecutions in Casiró 
(2005).

7. Repeat helpers in my sample of interviewees are overwhelmingly female; 
however, this is only a sampling problem. The information gathered through my per-
sonal interviews as well as the data emerging from the written and oral testimonies 
that were analyzed in this study suggest very firmly that both genders are equally 
represented among repeat helpers.

8. The word “compañero” is used by political activists from the targeted organi-
zations to refer to other members of the same group. It is sometimes also extended to 
include members of other persecuted groups.

9. It is hard to know how representative these percentages are of the whole popu-
lation of repeat helpers. However, the information gathered about repeat helpers in all 
the testimonies makes me quite confident of the fact that an overwhelming majority 
of them were actually part of the persecuted group (or groups) and that they were 
directly affected by the repression.

10. The excerpts used to support my conclusions on the motives behind the 
rescuers’ actions are the translated versions of parts of the interviews that I had with 
rescuers, passive bystanders and recipients of help. These conclusions are supported 
as well by the data emerging from the oral and written testimonies that were used as 
additional sources of information.

11. By quality here I am simply referring to a person’s ability to provide “safe” 
help.
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Conclusion

on the Moral Value of Rescue 
and Remembering Rescuers

Jeffrey Blustein

ConCePtuALizinG ResCue in 
tHe LAtin AMeRiCAn Context

The papers in this collection deal with rescuers during genocide and other 
atrocities in several countries in Latin America, including Chile, Guatemala, 
México, Colombia, and Argentina. This is a welcome addition to the human 
rights and transitional justice literature since rescuers, like bystanders, are 
not much discussed there, at least as compared with the victims and perpe-
trators of those abuses. In addressing rescue, the volume also contributes 
to its re-conceptualization. What emerges from these various case studies 
is a conception of rescue that is both similar to and in important respects 
different from the conception of rescue implicit in the commemorations of 
“righteous gentiles” who saved Jews during the Holocaust. In the latter cases, 
individuals, and sometimes organized groups of individuals, acted to save 
Jews at considerable risk to themselves, motivated in part by altruism and in 
part by revulsion toward the atrocities of Nazism. Risk-taking, altruism, and 
resistance to injustice also play a part in explaining the activities of rescuers 
discussed in this volume. But there are differences as well, and it is one of 
the main purposes of this collection to point out distinctive features of rescue 
in the Latin American context.

The non-Jewish rescuers during the Holocaust often started out as bystand-
ers and were complete strangers to those they saved. Moreover, many rescu-
ers were not themselves among the persecuted and, as the persecution of 
Jews escalated, led lives that were markedly segregated from those they 
helped. In a number of the Latin American cases discussed here, however, 
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rescuers were often themselves victims of repression and had this bond as 
well as other strong social ties with those in the persecuted group. They 
did not approach rescue from the initial standpoint of a bystander, but were 
often deeply enmeshed in the communities whose members they were try-
ing to save. Angie Tamayo and Jenny Escobar, for example, reject the term 
“rescuer” as inapt for the Colombian case because it connotes a “separation 
between the rescuer and the rescued,” whereas in reality those helping oth-
ers survive were also helping themselves and their community survive. This 
meant too, from the other side, that the rescued were not passive recipients 
of the aid of rescuers—“non-white, poor, ‘third-world people,’” as Tamayo 
and Escobar put it—but active participants in their own rescue. To be sure, 
the rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust also often belonged to persecuted 
groups. “Righteous gentiles” were not the only ones who saved or attempted 
to save Jews from Nazi plans for their annihilation, and the rescued too did 
not just sit by waiting to be rescued. But for complex reasons it is those righ-
teous rescuers who have received the lion’s share of attention in the human 
rights and rescue literature, and this misrepresents the distinctive character 
of a number of cases of rescue in Latin America. They are also the rescuers 
who have received the most national and international attention in terms of 
commemorations.

Re-conceptualizing rescue in these ways in order to take account of the 
specific historical, political, cultural, and socioeconomic conditions in Latin 
American countries is not only important for conceptual reasons, to show the 
variety of forms that rescue can take. It also has implications for its moral 
evaluation, for this depends on the conditions in which rescue takes place; 
on how rescue is carried out in particular contexts; and on the values that the 
particular forms of rescue embody in these contexts. To assess acts of rescue 
in Latin America from a moral standpoint, therefore, we need to attend to how 
they are similar to but also different from the paradigmatic Holocaust-rescuer 
case. This brings me to the subject of these comments.

There is a massive literature on the psychology and sociology of rescue, 
some of it referenced in footnotes to the chapters in this anthology. It is not 
to my purpose, however, to review it here. Rather, I want to take up questions 
that have received considerably less attention. These are questions of moral 
value and moral significance pertaining to rescue that belong to moral phi-
losophy not the social sciences. My comments about moral value are divided 
into two parts, one dealing with acts of rescue and their agents (section 2), 
the other with remembering the rescuers and their acts (section 3). In the first 
part I ask: why are acts of rescue that incur significant risks for the rescuer, 
in general and in the Latin American context, particularly morally commend-
able and why are the rescuers deserving of especially high moral esteem, as 
most people intuitively believe? In the second part I address a question that 
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belongs to the ethics of remembrance: what is the moral value of remember-
ing rescuers and their acts of rescue? Memory of human rights abuses is held 
by many to be a critical part of any transitional justice process, and I will 
say something about why. But the moral value of remembering rescue and 
rescuers is not exhausted by its contribution to a more just and democratic 
society, that is, by its morally desirable consequences, and despite the intui-
tive appeal of an alternative way of conceptualizing the moral value of rescue, 
this conception is seldom made explicit. I will end with some brief remarks 
about this as well.

tHe MoRAL siGniFiCAnCe oF ResCue

According to the standard classification, rescue is what philosophers call a 
supererogatory act. I begin with a brief explication of the concept and follow 
with a few remarks about the moral significance of this particular supereroga-
tory act.

The contemporary discussion of supererogation in the philosophical litera-
ture began with a classic 1958 article by J. O. Urmson. Urmson challenged 
the traditional three-fold classification of moral action: the obligatory, the per-
mitted, and the prohibited.1 In more general terms, the classification divides 
actions as follows:

1. Actions that are good for an agent to do and bad for an agent not to do;
2. Actions that are neither good for an agent to do nor bad for an agent not 

to do; and
3. Actions that are bad for an agent to do and good for an agent not to do.

Urmson claimed that there is a morally significant category of action 
that is left out of this classification, namely saintly and heroic action. He 
referred to these actions as praiseworthy but not morally obligatory, that 
is, as

4. Actions that are good (morally praiseworthy or valuable) to do but not bad 
not to do (i.e. their omission is not blameworthy).2

Actions of the fourth type are supererogatory. They are said to go “beyond 
the call of duty,” and one way of doing this is to engage in heroic acts of res-
cue in perilous circumstances. People have an obligation not to harm others, 
but according to commonsense morality, the scope of their obligations to help 
others is quite limited. That is, they are not expected to take significant risks 
with their own health and well-being in order to benefit other people.3 It is 
partly because of this fact about supererogation that the actions of rescuers, 
including those in the Latin American context, have particular moral value.
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To be precise, it is not the risk-taking itself that is the source of the value 
of their supererogatory acts, but the morally optional character of their acts 
as revealed by their taking risks beyond those we can reasonably expect ordi-
nary people to take. The risk-taking is voluntary, free of external constraint 
or threat, and an expression of personal choice. Those who engage in acts of 
rescue understood this way are not bound by conventional notions of duty 
or by strict adherence to what others can legitimately demand of them,4 and 
there is moral value in their choice not just to take significant risks with their 
lives and well-being but, more to the point, to do so even though they would 
not be blameworthy if they didn’t. I don’t mean to suggest that rescuers typi-
cally think of their actions in this way, that is, that they think of them as mor-
ally optional. Indeed, quite the opposite. Rescuers commonly think of their 
actions as something they felt they had to do, that they could not but do, even 
as they do not hold others to the same standard. And they generally resist the 
label “hero.”

Risk comes in degrees, and other things being equal the more risk the 
more morally optional the action, that is, the more it goes beyond the call 
of duty, and the more it goes beyond the call of duty the more morally com-
mendable it is. In the accounts of Latin American rescuers, significant risk 
is ever-present and always something that has to be reckoned with. In some 
cases, the rescuers were themselves members of the persecuted groups, so the 
harm they faced came from two sources: their membership in these groups 
and their rescue activities. In Guatemala, for example, Roddy Brett notes 
that many Mayan refugees joined Communities of Population in Resistance 
[CPRs] which became “highly structured and organized entities where rescue 
and collective self-rescue merged into a single process.” Joining these meant 
that the repercussions of being a rescuer and the repercussions of being an 
indigenous person were inextricably intertwined.

Risk-taking took different forms in different social contexts. Though per-
haps more an example of protest than rescue,5 the members of the Sebastián 
Acevedo movement, according to Christopher Ney, “risked their own safety 
and security to denounce the widespread practice of torture” during the 
Pinochet regime. The case of Harald Edelstam, ambassador to Chile at the 
time of the Pinochet coup, more closely fits the standard conception of 
the rescuer derived from rescue during the Holocaust. Like Raoul Wallen-
berg, who is widely celebrated for saving tens of thousands of Jews while 
serving as Sweden’s special envoy in Budapest in 1944, Edelstam faced con-
siderable danger from the military for his efforts to secure “the safety and exit 
[of politically persecuted individuals] from a country under severe military 
repression.” In this connection, it is interesting to note that since “the rescue 
role of the bomberos [Municipal Firefighters in Guatemala] was already nor-
malized within Chichicastenango communities,” it is likely that their standing 
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within Mayan communities had an impact on the level of risk they took in 
rescuing the victims of genocide. Nevertheless, even if their work was already 
accepted within Mayan communities before the genocide, they were never 
entirely free of the threat of harassment or the fear of reprisals.

These remarks, and the ones to follow, have to do with the moral value of 
supererogatory acts of rescue, which should be distinguished from the moral 
praise we often assign to the rescuer for doing them. The two are obviously 
connected but they are distinct foci of moral evaluation. Persons do not win 
any credit or praise for just doing their duty: they only did what they had to 
do and were expected to do. But they may win praise for going beyond the 
call of duty, especially when doing so involves risking significant harm to 
themselves or overcoming special obstacles or difficulties.

Another source of the moral value of acts of rescue, in addition to their 
morally optional and discretionary character because of the high risks they 
entail, is the good they are intended to promote, typically altruistically. 
Altruism, by which I mean a direct or unself-interested concern for the well-
being of another for that person’s own sake, is a source of moral value, even 
if the altruistic acts do not succeed in saving the persecuted.6 It is a type of 
motivation that is intrinsically, and not just instrumentally, valuable. As to the 
scope of altruism, it is tempting to define it inclusively, as involving a concern 
for others simply as human beings, but altruism is often conditioned by pre-
existing relations with the persecuted. Speaking of Argentine rescuers during 
the years of the military junta between 1976 and 1983, Jessica Casiro notes 
that “a strong sense of ‘inclusiveness’ did not seem to be the main motive 
among Argentine rescuers. Repeat helpers for the most part helped people 
who were similar to themselves in terms of their ideology. . . . In the case of 
one-time helpers, universality was not relevant in explaining rescue either, 
given that, as I have argued earlier, most one-time rescuers helped family 
members or close friends.”

Whenever rescue is an expression of group solidarity, as it is in a number 
of the cases discussed in this volume, and the rescuers act altruistically, the 
altruism is selective. In these cases, group membership affects one’s altruism 
by limiting its eliciting conditions: individuals are rescued not just because 
they are human beings but also and perhaps mainly because they are related to 
the rescuer in specific ways. Abstractly considered, rescuing someone simply 
because he or she is a human being may be a higher expression of altruism 
than rescuing someone because he or she belongs to one’s community. But 
the selective character of the altruism exhibited in the Latin American cases is 
not a sufficient reason to regard the agent as less than admirable or the agent’s 
acts as less than laudable,7 and in any case, a person’s reasons for helping 
others are usually a mixture of universal and particular considerations that 
are not easily disentangled.
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The moral value of altruistic motivation, whether or not it achieves its aim, 
and the personal choice to do what one is not obligated to do, by placing one-
self at significant risk to help others, provide a partial explanation of the value 
of supererogatory acts of rescue like those discussed in this volume. The story 
is not yet complete, however, for rescue of the persecuted can also be seen as 
a type of morally valuable protest. Acts of rescue are sometimes accompanied 
by overt or clandestine acts of resistance to repressive rule characterized by 
extensive human rights abuses. What I have in mind, however, is that acts of 
rescue can also be instruments of resistance to such abuses, as was typically 
the case for the rescuers discussed in this volume. The resistance to injustice 
that is an element of (some) acts of rescue, while a source of rescue’s moral 
value, should be distinguished from rescue’s central function, which is to 
save the lives of, and in other ways to protect, those who are presently per-
secuted. Psychologist Krzysztof Konarzewski puts the distinction this way: 
“protest is a response that is primarily destructive: it aims at eliminating the 
malefactor, not saving his victims.”8 Obviously these are not unconnected. 
If the protest is successful and the malefactor is eliminated, this would save 
others who are not yet persecuted from being targeted, so protest could be 
thought of as aimed at eliminating the need for further acts of rescue. This 
would not be rescue as it is usually understood, but if one wants to describe it 
in these terms, it would be more accurate to call it preemptive rescue.9

The moral value of rescue is partly a function of the resistance to injustice 
that it expresses, and resistance to injustice is both intrinsically and, in some 
instances, instrumentally morally valuable. It is intrinsically valuable because 
resistance expresses one’s allegiance to justice, puts one on the side of what 
is good and right, so to speak, and it is intrinsically valuable to put oneself 
there, something good in itself. Resistance is also instrumentally valuable 
if, in addition to helping individuals in need, it leads to the undermining of 
projects of state-sponsored terrorism and repression. In this way, rescue, as 
an instrument of resistance to injustice, might actually help promote a more 
just society over the long term, one based on the rule of law and respect for 
human rights. Remembrance too, as we will see in a moment, can be instru-
mentally valuable for this reason. Of course, resistance may be stamped out 
and memory may be overwhelmed by denial: the consequences of both are 
uncertain and sometimes involve an escalation of violence. But the moral 
value of rescue, regarded as intrinsic to the act itself, is not necessarily under-
mined by its negative consequences, even if these are costly.

Another important feature of several of the Latin American cases that is 
relevant to their moral evaluation concerns the relationship between rescue 
and cultural survival. Lawrence Blum, in his analysis of the rescue of Jews 
during the Holocaust, calls this feature “affirming cultures,” and he regards it 
as a “general value” that is instantiated in the rescue of others as bearers of 
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specific cultural and religious traditions.10 Charles Taylor thinks of this value 
as guiding how we should approach other cultures with which we are not 
familiar: there is a presumption that we ought to give all cultures that “[since 
they] have animated whole societies over some considerable stretch of time 
[they] have something important to say to all human beings.”11 It may not be 
evident to us initially what gives another culture its worth, but the presump-
tion directs us to take this possibility seriously and to search for what its valu-
able contribution might involve. Once discovered, as it almost surely will be, 
we should affirm their value non-provisionally, as objectively confirmed. On 
this view, rescuing imperiled others whose culture is under attack has moral 
value because it accords their culture a kind of recognition that it deserves by 
virtue of being an objectively valuable way of life. The value of a particular 
culture, moreover, is distinctive, that is, it belongs to the culture because of 
its distinctive, differentiating features. It is important to distinguish distinctive 
value from comparative value. Saving the Mayan community of Guatemala is 
a valuable activity because this culture has value as the particular culture that 
it is, not because it has greater value than other cultures.

The idea that cultures have worth as distinctively valuable ways of life (and 
that we might be able to deepen our understanding of our own way of life by 
engaging with theirs) is part of an account of the moral value of rescue in cer-
tain types of cases, namely, those where entire cultures and the communities 
that embody them are targets of persecution and destruction. It explains the 
distinctive evil of genocide and the moral value of genocide rescue. Raphael 
Lemkin, who coined the term, defined genocide as follows:

By “genocide” we mean the destruction of an ethnic group. . . . Generally 
speaking, genocide does not necessarily mean the immediate destruction of a 
nation, except when accomplished by mass killings of all members of a nation. 
It is intended rather to signify a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at 
the destruction of essential foundations of the life of national groups, with the 
aim of annihilating the groups themselves. The objectives of such a plan would 
be disintegration of the political and social institutions, of culture, language, 
national feelings, religion, and the economic existence of national groups, and 
the destruction of the personal security, liberty, health, dignity, and even the lives 
of the individuals belonging to such groups.12

As Lemkin makes clear, genocide is a holistic concept. It targets groups as 
such, and these are understood as different from aggregates of the individuals 
who make them up. Though genocide commonly involves massive and sys-
tematic loss of lives, a cultural group can be destroyed without destroying all 
or even most of the individuals who belong to it, and many individuals can be 
killed without destroying the culture to which they belong. Destruction of a 
culture is over and above the deaths of individuals, and the value of affirming 
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a persecuted culture through rescue is over and above the value of preserving 
the lives of those whose culture it is.

At the same time, in affirming a culture, we also affirm the cultural identi-
ties of those who belong to it, which is essential to maintaining or regaining 
their self-respect as individuals. At bottom rescuers save individuals, and 
apart from whether their culture has something important to say to humanity, 
their human rights as individuals (with certain cultural identities) demand 
protection as well. Thus, affirming cultures also affirms the rights of indi-
viduals to maintain their particular cultural identities. This too is part of an 
account of the moral value of rescue.

Valuable as Blum’s suggestion is, I don’t think his notion of a general value 
of affirming cultures exactly captures all that it at stake in some of the cases 
of rescue discussed in this book.13 Tamayo and Escobar’s analysis of the situ-
ation in Colombia offers a view of rescuing behavior that takes “affirming 
cultures” one step further:

Strategies of survival [are] embedded in a deep sense of solidarity and urge to 
re-humanize generations of broken relationships due to an ongoing, protracted 
war . . . individual and collective acts of solidarity can be understood as part 
of the process to rebuild and re-humanize broken, formerly dehumanizing 
relationships.

Here rescue is not just a matter of “us” saving “them,” even if the term 
“them” refers both to the individual bearers of a culture and the culture itself. 
Rather it involves us, as defenders of a cultural community to which we our-
selves belong, engaging in acts of group solidarity. When this occurs, “people 
create communities of solidarity and support to speak up, remember, and stop 
crimes against humanity.” Rescue can create or re-create communities of soli-
darity and help sustain them as a force to combat persecution.

Not all of the cases discussed in this book can plausibly be regarded as 
instances of affirming a culture or, beyond this, rebuilding and rehumanizing 
a broken culture. The Edelstam and Argentina cases arguably cannot. But for 
those that can, these attributes give us compelling grounds to recognize them 
as a distinctive and distinctively valuable category of rescue.

tHe MoRAL VALue oF ReMeMBRAnCe

If the supererogatory acts of rescuers have moral value for the reasons I have 
suggested, and if rescuers themselves are praiseworthy for engaging in these 
dangerous activities, then it stands to reason that they and their deeds should 
not—morally should not—go unrecognized and unrecorded. That this is so 
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may be intuitively obvious, but the reasons for it are not always explicitly 
identified or well understood. Partly the reason is that recognizing them and 
recording their deeds may inspire others to undertake similar actions, or 
perhaps shame them into doing so, if circumstances arise when they might 
be needed. Partly this is to help ensure that circumstances do not arise when 
rescue is once again needed, for by recognizing rescue one also exposes the 
nature of the crimes that it resisted, and this in turn may undercut efforts 
to deny that they happened and prompt greater vigilance to prevent their 
recurrence.

There are other reasons as well, some that have the same means-ends struc-
ture as the ones just mentioned and others of a very different kind. I mean by 
a different kind of reason one that does not look to the wider social benefits 
of bringing rescuers and their courageous acts to light. For example, we 
might give as a reason of this kind that it is fitting and proper for rescuers and 
their meritorious acts to be duly recognized, simply as a gesture of respect 
for morality or the moral order itself: we act consistently with the value that 
morality has by giving due recognition to actions that have moral value, 
especially those that go beyond the call of duty and involve serious risks for 
the agent. Or if this is hard to grasp, perhaps due recognition is an expression 
of respect for the rescuers, rather than or in addition to respect for morality. I 
say more about this below.

Whatever the reason for recognizing rescuers and their deeds, and there are 
several, memory is the medium through which this recognition is maintained 
over time and commemoration the manner in which it is done. First I will say 
something about how rescuers and their deeds may remembered and com-
memorated, and then I will discuss the moral value of doing so.

Commemoration is an umbrella term that refers both to any sort of process, 
private or public, that is designed to preserve remembrance of persons and/
or events as well as to anything that serves as a vehicle of remembrance.14 
Examples of the latter include museums, monuments, sites of conscience, 
and ceremonies and rituals. The courage of rescuers and the altruism of their 
actions can be commemorated by processes that employ any of these means, 
but there is one commemorative activity in particular that I want to highlight: 
recording and disseminating rescuer stories, most notably those told by the 
rescuers themselves.

To begin with, what is an autobiographical story of rescue? A rescuer 
story is a narrative that recounts what the rescuer thought, felt, and did in 
committing to help the persecuted, and if it is an autobiographical story of 
rescue, it is how the rescuer makes sense of all this. The narrative can be cast 
in molds of varying degrees of complexity and organization: at one end of a 
spectrum, it is structured in highly conventional ways, with a plot consisting 
of a beginning, middle, and end; at the opposite end, it consists of a series of 
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disjointed memories that is more like a chronicle than a full-fledged narrative 
of what happened; in between there are narratives that have elements of both 
types. Whatever the form, the story relates the twists and turns of events as 
the rescuers remember having lived through and experienced them. We see 
examples (or fragments) of rescuer stories in some of the case studies in this 
book: in reflections of the members of the Sebastián Acevedo Movement in 
Chile; in the testimony of the fire fighters in Guatemala; and in the recollec-
tions of rescuers of Argentines persecuted by the military during the Dirty 
War. Despite the risks, storytellers may tell their stories of rescue for any 
number of reasons: to expose human rights abuses and their perpetrators; to 
correct distortions of fact; to galvanize opposition to a repressive regime; to 
express solidarity with a persecuted group; and so on. It is a further question 
whether we should believe everything they say. The tellers of autobiographi-
cal stories of rescue, like the tellers of autobiographical stories of abuse, can 
behave unethically by making up or embellishing incidents; exaggerating the 
seriousness of the risks they faced; failing to disclose material facts; giving 
undue prominence to their situation; and so on. Storytellers of both sorts are 
obligated to tell the truth and, more than this, to be truthful. The telling of 
stories, however, is not my focus here.

It is rather the uses to which rescuer stories may be put. I single out one of 
these: the use of rescuer stories, by journalists, truth commissions, memoirists, 
archivists, staffs of genocide museums, and others, to commemorate rescuers 
and their activities.15 Rescuer stories are highly personal. Marshaled to sup-
port remembrance, they have a special power and efficacy that other modes 
of commemoration lack. They awaken our affective responses, activate our 
imaginations, and rivet our attention. Monuments to rescuers may do little to 
preserve their memory; dissemination of their stories can do more, especially 
if their stories are told repeatedly. At the same time, putting rescuer stories 
to work to commemorate the rescuers themselves raises certain concerns, 
the root of which is a peculiar tension in the use of rescuer stories by others 
whatever the purpose. On the one hand, rescuers own their own stories and 
have the right to control them; on the other, when used by others, they may 
lose that control to a greater or lesser extent. Those who disseminate rescuer 
stories to promote remembrance of rescuers might have their own agendas, 
political and otherwise, that are in tension or conflict with the ethical aims 
and requirements of commemoration. Plainly there are ethical norms govern-
ing the use of rescuer stories for commemorative purposes just as there are 
ethical norms governing the telling of autobiographical stories of rescue. I do 
not pursue these issues in what follows since I am mainly interested in the 
uses of rescuer stories that adhere to these norms.16

Commemoration itself can be a morally valuable activity, irrespective 
of the further ends it might promote, and I will say why shortly. I begin, 
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however, in what I think is more familiar territory by considering some of 
the other ends that the commemoration of rescuers through dissemination 
of their stories might promote. Ron Dudai’s analysis of types of “rescue-
memory” is a helpful starting point. One of these he calls “rescue-memory 
as reconciliation,” the other “rescue-memory as denunciation.”17 I will say 
something about each and then add two more types: rescue-memory as truth 
telling (which Dudai alludes to) and rescue-memory as honor (which Dudai 
does not mention at all).

Rescue-memory as reconciliation and rescue-memory as denunciation 
view the morality of disseminating rescuer stories through the same evalu-
ative lens, an instrumentalist one. This is explained by the fact that Dudai 
is interested in the contribution of memory to transitional justice. Proposals 
advocating the use of rescuer stories to commemorate the acts of rescuers 
“must . . . be based on an analysis that points out the potential wider benefits 
of such interventions” for transitional justice and post-conflict reconstruction 
(21). It is important to note that the commemorative use of rescuer stories 
does not always promote these goals. On the contrary, it can be counter-
productive. For one thing, rescuers, because they stand out as exceptions 
to the rule, may receive too much attention from the media, human rights 
organizations, and others, thereby overshadowing the victims and the efforts 
they made on their own behalf to survive. Tamayo and Escobar apparently 
think this is virtually inevitable whenever the term “rescuer” is used: “The 
word rescuer implies a vertical relationship of power where the ‘rescuer’ has 
the privilege, the agency, and the means to help the ‘rescued’ who is separate 
from the rescuer and may be seen as not possessing much power to change 
their circumstances.” Even if one is not willing to jettison the term “rescuer,” 
and Casiro for one adopts it without misgivings, one should take seriously 
the possibility that rescuer stories can be impediments to post-conflict recon-
struction precisely for the reason that Tamayo and Escobar mention. As 
Dudai observes, they can lead to “bitterness, alienation, and resentment from 
victims” (29), who believe that their own agency is being discounted. In this 
commemoration of rescuers, rescuers emerge as the true heroes and those 
they rescue as pathetic victims.18

A related danger is that commemoration of rescuers will present an “overly 
rosy and sentimental picture of the past” (29). Rescuers may receive the lions’ 
share of attention from the media and elsewhere to counterbalance the impres-
sion that everyone who belonged to the enemy group was bad. In the process, 
one might be led to overlook the fact that the rescuers were a distinct minority, 
and that most of the enemy consisted of perpetrators, collaborators, and pas-
sive bystanders, all of whom in their different ways contributed to the perse-
cution of victims. Thus, in an effort to convey a more nuanced picture of the 
enemy, the enemy comes to be represented by its least repugnant members.
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Of course, things can work out very differently. Rather than present an 
overly positive view of the past, the commemoration of rescuers might only 
serve to underscore how different they were from the vast majority of their 
countrymen. The worst of the enemy do not fade into the background. On 
contrary, the enemy is painted in even more starkly negative terms. This too 
does not contribute to post-conflict reconstruction.

So there are “pitfalls,” as Dudai puts it, in the commemoration of rescuers 
by disseminating their stories. But commemoration of rescuers can also help 
advance the goals of transitional justice in several ways: by furthering recon-
ciliation within deeply divided societies, by contributing to accountability for 
human rights violations, and by combating their denial. Commemoration of 
victims can also help advance transitional justice goals, but commemoration 
of rescuers can complement this in distinctive ways.

As Dudai describes it, rescue-memory has reconciliatory potential because 
while the rescuers nominally belong to the enemy group, in reality they set 
themselves apart from it by their heroic acts. The dissemination of stories 
of German rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust, for example, or of Hutu 
rescuers of Tutsis during the Rwandan genocide, undermines the stark either/
or of perpetrators or victims by showing that not all Germans stood by as the 
Nazis carried out their extermination plans or collaborated with them, and 
not all Hutus joined in the genocidal rampage. Not everyone was either a 
criminal or a victim, for there were some who were neither victims nor simply 
criminals, and arguably notions of collective guilt and collective innocence 
should be avoided because they tend to perpetuate social divisions and ste-
reotypes. In this way, the dissemination of rescuer stories has the potential 
to “humanize” the enemy, and this may facilitate social reconstruction and 
reconciliation between former enemies.

Rescuer stories can do this by destabilizing what Ernesto Verdeja calls “the 
strongly binary logic of identity” that characterizes repressive and divided 
societies. “In-groups use language that constructs a tightly knit community 
while simultaneously disparaging and dehumanizing out-groups.”19 For rec-
onciliation to be possible, he argues, the passion with which the in-group/
out-group distinction is defended by antagonistic groups must be defused. 
Obviously this means that perpetrators must come to recognize and acknowl-
edge the humanity of the victims. But no less important from the standpoint 
of reconciliation, victims must come to recognize and acknowledge that not 
all of the “enemy” are inhuman monsters. This is the contribution that dis-
semination of rescuer stories can make, although obviously much more than 
this is needed to move enemies beyond their exclusionary logic. In addition 
to humanizing the enemy, disseminating rescuer stories supports reconcilia-
tion in other ways, according to Dudai. It helps neutralize criticism of those 
victims who are attacked for seeking reconciliation with former enemies and, 
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when it is the victims who tell them, the stories help relieve anxiety among 
the enemy that the victims simply want revenge.

Rescue-memory as reconciliation, explained this way, has limited applica-
tion to the telling of stories of rescue discussed in this book, however. As the 
authors note, rescue was often a manifestation of group solidarity in which 
the ones who were helped belonged to the same group as the ones who helped 
them. These were not cases of “them” (defectors from the enemy group) res-
cuing “us” (the persecuted). Disseminating these stories would thus not serve 
to humanize the enemy and undercut the binary logic of political violence 
and repression.

Another use of telling stories of rescuers, and of commemorating them by 
doing so, is to provide evidence that resistance to a repressive regime was not 
impossible and that passivity in the face of evil was not the only position that 
one could take. It thereby exposes as rationalizations the claims of passive 
bystanders that there was nothing they could do to resist. This is the function 
of rescue-memory as denunciation and, like rescue-memory as reconcilia-
tion, it can be an avenue to social repair. It is also entirely pertinent to the 
Latin American cases discussed in this book. Rescuer stories, by indirectly 
indicting passive bystanders, can advance the goals of transitional justice by 
contributing to a complete accounting of responsibility for past wrongdoing. 
As Laurel Fletcher and Harvey Weinstein note, “rebuilding a society requires 
communities to acknowledge the full range of acts in which their members 
participated for reconciliation to be a realizable possibility,” and this includes 
the myriad of ways in which individuals participated in mass violence, 
“ranging from killing to acquiescence.”20

Related to this, rescue-memory can have a truth telling function, and this is 
why I call the third type rescue-memory as truth telling. Commemorating acts 
of rescuers exposes the crimes and atrocities they resisted and from which 
they attempted to save the persecuted, and it thereby counters the evasions, 
obfuscations, and outright denials of past wrongdoing that those who bear 
some responsibility for it often engage in. In addition to this, rescue-memory 
as truth telling vindicates the claims of victims to have suffered wrongful 
harm and implicitly repudiates the denial of their standing as equal members 
of society. Like eroding the binary “us vs. them” logic of repressive societies 
and countering bystander excuses for inaction, this also is a critical part of 
reconstructing inter-community relations.

The final type of rescue-memory is rescue-memory as honor, and this has 
a rationale significantly different from the other three types. Each of the other 
types of commemoration is advocated on the grounds that it promotes social 
reconstruction and political reconciliation. This, as I said earlier, is an instru-
mentalist justification, in that its interest is the contribution that memory can 
make to realizing the goals of transitional justice. Rescue-memory as honor 
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does not readily fit this into this mold. We can of course try to make it fit by 
claiming that honoring rescuers by telling their stories will likely promote 
better inter-community relations or will serve as an example to inspire oth-
ers to act similarly. But this fails to register what is distinctive about honor 
as a response to persons who are worthy of it. Honor is given to the worthy, 
including rescuers of the persecuted, not primarily to advance some further 
social goal or to encourage similar actions from others, but simply because 
they deserve it. Honor is one of the ways that we value other people for what 
they have done or who they are.21 Compare honoring rescuers with honoring 
those who gave their lives defending our country. “It is altogether fitting and 
proper that we should do this,” as Lincoln said, just by itself, even if no one 
else will emulate them or desirable social consequences will not flow from 
it. Honor is an intrinsically valuable response to a particular kind of value 
that only human beings can possess. And we do ourselves credit by honoring 
them, although this is not our motive for doing so.

Honor is what philosophers call an evaluative attitude, and there are posi-
tive as well as negative instances of such attitudes. Among the positives, we 
admire, revere, respect, and love others; among the negatives, we humiliate, 
mock, disrespect, and despise others. Rescue-memory as honor—which we 
can think of it as an umbrella expression encompassing a cluster of positive 
evaluative attitudes toward rescuers, including admiration and respect—is 
justified not by the outcomes it is likely to bring about, but by the intrinsi-
cally morally valuable attitudes it expresses. An exclusively instrumentalist 
framework for evaluating the morality of remembering rescuers diverts atten-
tion from the rescuers themselves by only looking to the greater good that 
remembering them brings about. In so doing, it fails to properly take account 
of the honor they have earned and that we owe them.
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1. Urmson, J. 1958. “Saints and Heroes,” in A.I. Melden (Ed.), Essays in Moral 
Philosophy. Seattle: University of Washington Press.
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in Ayotzinapa, México in September 2014. In what sense are they engaged in acts of 
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a straightforward sense. However, one can still regard what they are doing as rescue 
even if the students are dead and at some point the parents accept this: it would in this 
event be rescue of remains and their return to their grieving parents. Failing this, the 
organizations may help to rescue the memory of these students from official cover-ups 
and details. “Rescue” here is being used metaphorically.

10. Lawrence A. Blum, “Altruism and the Moral Value of Rescue: Resisting 
Persecution, Racism, and Genocide,” in Embracing the Other, op. cit., 30–47, 42.

11. Charles Taylor, 1994, Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition 
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

12. Raphel Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, ix. 79.
13. For one thing, it is introduced to account for the value of rescue of Jews during 

the Holocaust, which as I have already noted is not a conceptualization of rescue that 
comfortably fits many of the Latin American cases.

14. Though there are private as well as public commemorative activities, it is the 
justification of the latter that I am interested in here.

15. Of course rescuer stories can also be used to promote remembrance of victims. 
Here I am interested in remembrance of the rescuers, something that gets relatively 
little attention in the human rights literature.

16. On ethical norms for the use of rescuer stories, see the related discussion of the 
ethics of using victim stories in Diana T. Meyers, Victims’ Stories and the Advance-
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17. Ron Dudai, February 2012. “‘Rescues for Humanity’: Rescuers, Mass 
Atrocities, and Transitional Justice,” Human Rights Quarterly, vol. 34, no. 1: 1–38, 
especially 20–32.

18. For a critical examination of this conception of the victim, see Meyers, op. cit., 
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