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The Kaibiles, a special counterinsurgency force of the Guatemalan army that has been accused of human rights violations, Guatemala
City, 1988

A few weeks ago in Guatemala, I participated in a long-overdue commemoration. September 14 was
the one-hundredth anniversary of the birth of President Jacobo Árbenz, a former army officer who was
elected in 1950, then ousted in 1954 in a coup organized by the CIA, and replaced by a military junta.
His name has been taboo in Guatemala for most of the time since then. Many in the ruling elite still
consider the causes he championed—land reform above all—repugnant and mortally dangerous.
September’s commemoration included speeches, conferences, and a vote by the city council in
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Quetzaltenango, where Árbenz was born in 1913, to name the local airport in his honor.

This commemoration unfolded at the end of a year during which Guatemalans’ attention was focused
on a very different period of their history, the horrifically violent 1980s. In May a Guatemalan court
convicted General Efraín Ríos Montt, who was head of state from 1982 to 1983, of genocide. A higher
court quickly annulled the verdict, but nonetheless it was a spectacular triumph for victims of the
thirty-six-year civil war that broke out soon after Árbenz was overthrown.

While I was in Guatemala, I visited a chilling police archive that reflects yet another aspect of this
country’s attempt to confront its past. It came to light after investigators entered a Guatemala City
police compound in 2005 and found, piled in moldy and vermin-infested heaps, nearly 80 million
documents comprising a minute history of the National Police from 1882 to 1997. I was led past teams
of archivists who, wearing gloves and hairnets, are meticulously digitizing this collection. They have
scanned about 15 million documents so far. A single-volume collection of highlights was published in
Guatemala two years ago, and an English translation, From Silence to Memory, has just appeared. It is
a cold but intimate self-portrait of the terror state.

This is an almost unimaginable chain of events for Guatemala: discovery of the police archive and
publication of its contents; a genocide verdict against General Ríos Montt; and the reemergence of
Árbenz from historical oblivion. It cannot be taken to mean that Guatemala has matured as a nation.
Guatemala is no longer at war, but its democracy is one of the weakest in the hemisphere. Its politics is
corrupt. The range of choices at election time is narrow, and Congress is splintered and frozen into
immobility. Drug gangs have penetrated government. Violence is endemic. Entire populations of
indigenous people are still suffering from the effects of political violence. Millions subsist in acute
poverty.

Yet as the civil war fades into history—peace accords were signed in 1996—Guatemala’s old power
structure is losing its grip. All three of the institutions that have run the country as a virtual triumvirate
for most of its existence—the army, the wealthy elite, and the Catholic Church—are weaker than at
any time in the last half-century. Revelations about the army’s crimes have cost it much of its political
prestige. The traditional ruling class, dominated by old coffee-farming families, is being challenged by
new groups that have become rich through drug trafficking or by winning Internet and cell phone
contracts. Catholicism is weakening as evangelical sects grow in size and influence.

In this fluid environment, new social forces are emerging. Members of the postwar generation seem
eager to learn about Guatemala’s past and help guide its future. The middle class is growing.
Movements advocating for the rights of indigenous peoples are active and growing. New forms of
communication and social media have made it impossible for the repressive apparatus to function with
the impunity it has enjoyed for generations.

One public discussion about Árbenz during the September commemoration was held in Guatemala
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City at the Sophos bookstore, which has become a center of intellectual life. As the audience gathered,
the owner, Philippe Hunziker, told me that this is an “interesting moment” for his country. “The power
of the traditional elite is no longer absolute,” he said. “It’s still strong enough to prevent any
left-oriented political force from competing for power in elections, but we are seeing possibilities that
have not existed in Guatemala for a long time.”

he overthrow of Jacobo Árbenz in 1954 was among the most ill-conceived CIA operations. In the
hypercharged atmosphere of the early cold war, President Dwight Eisenhower, Secretary of State

John Foster Dulles, and his brother, Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles, decided that
Guatemala threatened the United States. The United States had an army 140 times the size of
Guatemala’s, a territory ninety times larger, and a population fifty times greater. Nonetheless the land
reform program Árbenz advocated, his friendship with Guatemalan Communists, and opposition to
him in Washington from the powerful United Fruit Company convinced the Dulles brothers—who had
represented United Fruit as private lawyers at Sullivan and Cromwell—that he was too dangerous to be
tolerated.

Árbenz had been drawn to Marxism before and during his presidency. The head of Guatemala’s
Communist Party, José Manuel Fortuny, was among his closest advisers. He ordered weapons from
Czechoslovakia after the United States cut off supplies to his army. Though he may have wished to
stay out of the cold war, he seemed to have no understanding of the intense fear of Communist
expansionism that gripped the United States in the 1950s. He never realized how his actions would
look from Washington’s cold war perspective.

The overthrow of Árbenz led to protests, repression, rebellion, and civil war. Several guerrilla groups
emerged. Many of their leaders were inspired by Fidel Castro’s revolution in Cuba, and Castro gave
them various forms of help over the war’s long course. Some groups drew support from indigenous
people, including the Ixil Maya, who have been known for rebelliousness since the days of the Spanish
conquest. At the rebellion’s peak in the 1970s and 1980s, Guatemalan guerrillas considered themselves
allies of the Sandinistas of Nicaragua and leftist rebels in El Salvador.

This conflict produced a series of dictators, of whom Ríos Montt is now the most notorious. His trial
marked the first time a former head of state has been convicted of genocide in his own country.
Hundreds of Guatemalans, many in the clothes of indigenous people, attended the trial. Dozens wrote
blogs or sent tweets from the courtroom. Ninety-four witnesses testified, often in gruesome detail.
Damning documents were projected onto a large screen in the courtroom. Ríos Montt watched it all.
Many others, nearby and far away, followed the trial on a live video feed. The conviction was met by
an outpouring of jubilation—but also a quick backlash.

Leaders of Guatemala’s notoriously reactionary business elite did not seem troubled when prosecutors
indicted Ríos Montt for directing a genocidal campaign against the Ixil Maya. He was never part of
their inner circle, and they felt no urge to rescue him. As the verdict approached, however, Zury Ríos,
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the daughter of Ríos Montt and a member of Congress, and several other children of retired military
officers met with powerful business leaders. They warned: if you allow Ríos Montt to be convicted,
you may be next.

Prominent businessmen had been members of the Council of State, a body Ríos Montt created to help
him run the country in the early 1980s. After talking with Zury Ríos and her associates, several of them
commissioned a study to determine if they might be held responsible for collaborating with genocide.
The analyst they employed told them it was possible. “If you follow the chain of command to the
president, the Council of State could also be put on trial,” he told a Guatemalan journalist. “Anyone
who collaborated with the army in any way could be forced to answer in court.”

In view of this threat, twelve business leaders, including six former cabinet ministers and two former
vice-presidents, issued a declaration asserting, “The charge of genocide is a legal fabrication that has
nothing to do with the wish of victims to dignify their lost loved ones.” They followed this with a
sustained publicity campaign using the slogan “Guatemala Is Not Genocidal.” President Otto Pérez
Molina, a retired general, said former guerrilla leaders should be on trial instead of Ríos Montt because
“it was the guerrillas who brought war to the Ixil triangle,” referring to a region where guerrillas hid
and many thousands of Indians were killed. But he did not stop the trial from proceeding.

The guilty verdict, which came on May 10, with an eighty-year prison sentence, was a judicial
affirmation of Ríos Montt’s role in one of the most murderous military campaigns in Latin American
history. An estimated 200,000 people were killed, and a limited United Nations–sponsored commission
later concluded that 93 percent of them died at the hands of government forces. Ten days after the
verdict was pronounced, the Constitutional Court, citing an error in legal procedure, annulled it. That
pleased business leaders who had been members of Ríos Montt’s Council of State. It also calmed the
fears of dozens of well-to-do Guatemalans who, during the 1980s, flew combat support missions and
carried out bombing raids for the army in their own planes and helicopters.

Yet the annulment barely dampened the sense of victory that activists felt at the conviction. They had
secured a legal judgment of genocide, underpinned by a 718-page verdict citing an overwhelming array
of evidence. Their legal victory was canceled, but their moral triumph remains clear.

uch of the best news coverage of the Ríos Montt trial, including the first published account of
how and why the business elite became involved, was produced by a remarkable new online

journal called Plaza Pública. Founded in 2011 and now employing ten full-time reporters, it does not
rely on advertising; most of its expenses are paid by the Rafael Landívar University in Guatemala City,
where it is based, with contributions from George Soros’s Open Society Foundations and a Dutch
foundation, Hivos. Its director, Martín Rodriguez Pellecer, who is thirty years old, has emerged as one
of the country’s leading reporters. He and his colleagues reject the codes of silence that paralyzed
Guatemalan journalism for decades. In September, Rodriguez Pellecer participated in the Árbenz
commemoration. Afterward I asked him how he saw his country at this moment. He told me it still
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suffers from “deep problems that are the result of inequality and the absence of the state,” but is also
changing—thanks in part to the emergence of peasant cooperatives organized by groups ranging from
weavers to coffee growers. “There is a growing middle class,” he said,

both in Guatemala City and in the interior, much of it organized in prosperous and democratic
cooperatives. These cooperatives are producing 10 percent of our gross national product, and
have political influence. The other area where there has been improvement is the justice
system…. We now have important people in prison, including drug traffickers, corrupt
government officials, major business figures who committed tax fraud, and soldiers responsible
for massacres.

Jacobo Árbenz, then president of Guatemala, with his wife Maria, Guatemala, circa 1953

A good part of our society is ready to confront our history, but the circles of power are not.
That’s why the verdict against Ríos Montt was annulled. It was a judgment about a crime that
permeates our society, since genocide is the ultimate expression of racism. In the end it was a
positive step. Guatemala is still plagued by racism and machismo, but much less than in the past.
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If the young generation of Guatemalans seems one promising force born out of the conflict, newly
invigorated indigenous movements are another. Descendants of Mayan Indians make up much of
Guatemala’s population. Since the era of Spanish conquest they have been subject to continued
oppression, and they were the principal victims of the civil war. Today they are demanding rights with
a fervor never before seen in Guatemala. During the last few years, foreign-operated mines have been a
focus of their protests.

One conflict is over the Marlin mine, two hundred miles northwest of the capital. It is operated by a
Canadian company, Goldcorp, under a concession granted by the Guatemalan government. In 2010,
according to Goldcorp, the mine produced its millionth ounce of gold, and it “continues to generate
significant cash flow.” On its website, the company asserts that it is guided by “a desire to work for the
mutual benefit of all stakeholders” and seeks “to conduct our business in a socially, economically and
environmentally respectful and responsible manner.”

Protests against mining have emerged in several Latin American countries in recent years. Those in
Guatemala are notable for their intensity, the participation of indigenous communities, and the
international attention they have attracted. A film about this conflict, Gold Fever, had its premiere at
the Teatro Nacional in Guatemala City in April and has since been shown at festivals, theaters, and
campuses in more than twenty countries. In 2011, after visiting Guatemala, the United Nations
rapporteur for indigenous people, James Anaya, expressed “grave concern” over the “alarming lack of
legal protection for the rights of indigenous people over their traditional lands and territories, which
leaves Guatemala lagging behind other countries in the region that have made progress in that regard.”

Currently in Guatemala, the business activities underway in the traditional territories of the
indigenous peoples have generated a highly unstable atmosphere of social conflict, which is
having a serious impact on the rights of the indigenous people and threatening the country’s
governance and economic development.

The repercussions include numerous allegations concerning the effects on the health and the
environment of the indigenous people as a result of the pollution caused by the extractive
activities; the loss of indigenous lands and damage to indigenous people’s property and houses;
the disproportionate response to legitimate acts of social protest, and the harassment of and
attacks on human rights defenders and community leaders.

Mining provides the government with desperately needed tax revenue. Few benefits, however, trickle
down to people who live near mines. They say mining contributes to disease and environmental
destruction, and exacerbates social tensions. In April and May a protest against silver mining in San
Rafael Las Flores, fifty miles southeast of the capital, escalated into violence and the death of a police
officer and a protester, leading President Pérez Molina to impose a thirty-day state of siege in the
region, limiting residents’ right to meet and move freely. The political elite continues to view protest
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movements as antigovernment subversion rather than legitimate expressions of grievance.

ecause the country is still not a safe place to live, the recovery of history is difficult. Yet the legacy
of terror is on full view at the Historical Archive of the National Police. This archive is a deeply

impressive symbol of Guatemala’s fitful effort to deal with its past.

Documents from the archive reproduced in From Silence to Memory offer a terrifying look at the inner
workings of a murderous police force. A postmortem card bears fingerprints of a victim called XX, the
name under which thousands were buried. A one-sentence note introduces a list of “individuals known
to collaborate with guerrillas or subversive delinquents in the Quiché region.” A surveillance photo of
a student demonstration on September 20, 1978, has a cross identifying the twenty-three-year-old
student leader Oliverio Castañeda de León; he was killed a month later.

In a preface to From Silence to Memory, Kate Doyle of the Washington-based National Security
Archive writes:

The report also explains how an institution charged with fighting crime and guaranteeing public
order could be radically re-engineered to become an instrument of terror. The decisive moment
came in 1954, when the United States supported a coup against Guatemala’s democratically
elected president in favor of dictatorship…. In short order, the importance of the National
Police’s counter-subversive mission overcame their ordinary law enforcement functions, fatally
infecting the culture of the institution.

This is the largest police archive to have emerged from Latin America. Smaller ones have been opened
or found in several other countries, but access to them is restricted. In Argentina, for example,
considerations of privacy prevent the release of many documents to researchers. The Guatemalan
archive is open to any citizen. Documents found here have led to trials in which former police officers,
including some of high rank, have been given long prison terms for political killings and other
offenses.

From Silence to Memory is divided into four sections, each in the form of a richly documented essay.
The first traces the history of the National Police and its degeneration into an instrument of political
repression. The second describes the police force’s relations with its security partners, including the
army and United States advisers. The third documents the tactics police used to control the population.
I was struck by the final section, which presents the detailed cases of nine victims. One of the nine was
my first Guatemalan friend.

During my visits to Guatemala in the late 1970s, I came to know a dynamic and ambitious politician,
Manuel Colom Argueta. As a student he had organized protests against the military regime the United
States supported after overthrowing Árbenz. He formed a left-leaning political party called the United
Revolutionary Front, served four years as mayor of Guatemala City, and planned to seek the
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presidency in 1980. Pleased that an American had taken an interest in his country’s politics, he spent
hours talking to me about its history, the nature of the conflict into which it had fallen, and his hopes
for its future. On March 22, 1979, he and his two bodyguards were shot dead as they drove through
Guatemala City. He was forty-six years old.

From Silence to Memory reports that researchers at the Historical Archive of the National Police have
found 117 documents showing that the police were “involved in a political persecution of Manuel
Colom Argueta that lasted 22 years.” They include surveillance reports, notes about Colom’s foreign
travels, license plate numbers of motorcycles that he reported as having followed his car, and notes
describing him as Communist and a terrorist, neither of which he was. An account of his murder says
that the death squad was composed of at least three cars and two motorcycles, and that Colom fled
from the scene but was killed when “a well-built young man carrying a machine gun dismounted in
order to finish the victim off.” The report concludes that Colom was marked for death because of “his
role as a political leader with roots in broad sectors of the population,” and because he “seemed to be
capable of achieving electoral success by offering a different option on the political spectrum of that
era.”

his assassination and others allowed generals to maintain their control of the presidency. With help
from Argentina, South Africa, Taiwan, Israel, and the United States—President Reagan praised

General Ríos Montt as “a man of great personal integrity” who had been given “a bum rap” as a human
rights abuser—the army launched a scorched-earth campaign against rebels and their presumed
supporters. Nearly all of the estimated 200,000 victims were civilians, and according to the UN
investigating commission, 83 percent of them were indigenous people. This murderous campaign
became possible after security forces cut down virtually the entire class of emerging civilian leaders,
symbolized by Colom Argueta.

Although no documents in the police archive contain orders to kidnap or kill, some are damning
enough to have led to convictions and jail sentences. There is no direct evidence of who abducted the
labor leader Edgar Fernando García in 1984, for example, but an order was found citing four officers
for commendation after an “operation” launched at a particular time and place in Guatemala City.
Investigators knew that García was abducted at that time and place. Two of the implicated officers
were found and convicted, along with two of their superiors, one of whom had been director of the
National Police. All were given forty-year jail sentences.

Documents found in the police archive, according to the conclusion of From Silence to Memory, trace
the roots of Guatemala’s tragedy to the CIA intervention of 1954:

Several decrees issued between 1954 and 1956 are a reflection of the growing anti-communist
current, bringing about the creation of various agencies of repression that were gradually
integrated into, and their functions taken over by the police institution. It was then that it evolved
into the National Police as it was known during the 1970s, 80s, and 90s….
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The documents in the [police archive] attest to the close working relationship between the
various State security forces. These coordinated activities were especially common in the context
of the international struggle against communism led by the United States. In Guatemala, this
persecution intensified in 1954 after the overthrow of the elected president Jacobo Árbenz and
alignment with the dictates of the US respecting hemispheric security policies as laid out in the
National Security Doctrine.

It is still easy, as it has been for most of the last half-century, to see Guatemala as a dark place with no
exit. The deep inequality that has plagued the country since the days of conquest continues. So does the
culture of violence that has enveloped Guatemala since the 1954 coup. Yet the opening of the police
archive, Ríos Montt’s conviction, and the commemoration of Árbenz can be seen as a historical
sequence, testifying to the resilience of a devastated society and offering glimmers of hope that were
all but unimaginable just a few years ago.
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