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 As a rule, Latin American states are weak. The have always found it diffi cult to collect 
taxes, enforce their own laws, and govern their territories, or command obedience and loy-
alty absent the threat of  violence (what we might call their “hegemony”). This was never 
more evident than during the dirty wars, when then the ideological battles of  the cold war 
brought out a bloody-mindedness that decimated a generation of  the region’s youth. Fear-
ing that they could not contain spiraling social and economic confl ict, the generals tried to 
wipe out their enemies—an act that in the short run caused carnage across the region, and 
in the long run promised only lasting wounds and a thoroughly discredited state. Strong 
states are strong because they rely on relatively little violence and explicit deal-making to 
maintain order. Weak ones must buy the loyalty of  their allies, and brutalize their enemies, 
perceived, and real. 

 In the distant past this weakness often worked to the benefi t of  marginalized peoples, 
who could use crises to negotiate the terms under which they would consent to be ruled. 
Revolt, protests, and riots forced any number of  governments to offer concessions, as did 
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324 Speaking Truth to Power

simple foot-dragging, absenteeism, and other tactics of  resistance, because no Latin Ameri-
can state had the capacity to effectively dominate all its opponents. What we might call 
this “balance of  forces” seemed to change during the dirty wars, both because of  what 
seemed like the ideological importance of  the confl ict and because Latin American military 
leaders had new tools at their disposal. The technologies employed by the late twentieth-
century state turned the tactical advantage towards militarized regimes. The capacities of  
the Argentine and Chilean state to inspire terror were dramatically enhanced by the surveil-
lance and torture techniques of  the cold war, as was the capacity of  the Peruvian and Gua-
temalan states to kill indiscriminately. Those in power saw these technologies as a godsend 
that could guarantee peace and security. Their enemies saw a brave new world in which 
states ruled more through fear than consent. 

 Neither vision ever quite came to be, in part because of  the dirty warriors’ failure to 
understand the processes they unleashed. Inasmuch as the dirty warriors were also cold 
warriors, relying on their allies in the West to remake their economies and develop new 
modes of  control, they inadvertently made themselves vulnerable to global pressures that 
would be part of  their undoing. Their victims, powerless and often despised at home, found 
in international allies opportunities to bring novel types of  pressure on the military regimes 
that ruled their societies. They likewise found a language that superseded the states that 
denied them rights—a language that abandoned the long-held practice of  insisting that we 
enjoy rights as citizens (and therefore rely on the state to respect those rights) and instead 
insisted that they enjoyed rights as human beings, rights that could be defended on a global 
stage instead of  a local one. 

 Those who challenge authoritarian but purportedly nationalist regimes invariably open 
themselves up to charges of  treason, especially in weak states. The critic who sheds uncom-
fortable light on those in power threatens to ruin everything, to undermine the national 
project, and more than this, threatens to embarrass those who fear that embarrassment 
alone can represent a mortal wound. This in turn speaks a sense of  fragility, an anxiety that 
“we” are not robust, that “we” need to stand in line behind our leaders and be loyal, lest 
the social whole fail because of  our individual proclivities. This tradition in Latin America 
is visible in the moments when the  caudillo  or the modernizing state would broach no 
opposition, but this anxiety represented a particularly pronounced feature of  the cold-war 
world, when the battle between communism and capitalism took on existential tones. This 
presumption of  vulnerability has invariably put those most disaffected by existing regimes 
in a double-bind, because to even give voice to your experience is to threaten the nation. It 
is also why those who complain of  missing children or arbitrary detentions and torture are 
often told very loudly, and by more than a few critics, to silence themselves. It is why then 
as now those critics are often accused of  being traitors. It is also why, in the context of  the 
dirty wars, these voices needed to work both within and beyond their nations if  they were 
to ever gain redress for their grievances. 

 Victims of  the dirty wars did not just tap into an increasingly global network of  activ-
ists, rather they did so using means that promised to transform the ways that people across 
Latin America connected with each other and with the world. The regimes they challenged 
came to power in an era when relatively few people in the regions had telephones (too 
expensive; they were mostly the preserve of  the middle class and the wealthy), when the 
means citizens had for learning about the world—radio, television, newspapers—came in 
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the form of  a few limited outlets, largely controlled by media monopolies working under 
licenses from the state, and when migration rates in the region had not yet reached the 
point where news fl owed globally and rapidly through transnational gossip networks. In 
1968, the Mexican state was largely able to contain the story of  the Tlatelolco massacre. It 
was not until three years later, when Elena Poniatowski published  la noche de Tlatelolco , that 
the full story began to emerge. Similarly, in 1973 in Chile and 1976 in Argentina, the juntas 
could rely on a largely compliant news and television media to frame the coups according 
to their narratives. 

 A decade later, these forms of  control were becoming increasingly impossible. On one 
level, exile and migration produced networks that made it increasingly diffi cult for states 
across the region to control the story. With a million Argentines and two hundred thousand 
Chileans living in exile, information about what was going on in these countries began 
to fl ow more freely than ever, fi lling the pages of  North American and European news-
papers and magazines. The same was true for the waves of  Mexican, Central American, 
and Caribbean migrants who, during the 1970s and 1980s, created new information net-
works in the global north. That news in turn found its way back to their home countries, 
fi rst through letters, visits, and furtive telephone conversations, and later through the fax 
machine, which became ubiquitous in much of  the region after the mid-1980s. With their 
capacity to transmit reams of  data in an instant, fax machines accompanied the unraveling 
of  authoritarian rule in Latin America. 

 This represented just the beginning of  a technological revolution that would trans-
form the media and political landscapes of  Latin America. Email, cellular telephones, and 
the internet more broadly provided the grease that allowed nascent networks to fl ourish, 
driven as much by the possibilities generated through this connectedness as through any 
particular ideological agenda. They produced a dynamic in which the Latin American state, 
long the arbiter of  rights and the rules of  the game, faced challenges to both its policies and 
to its very form; challenges that were exacerbated by the waves of  crime and narco related 
violence that engulfed the region in the decades after the return to democracy. Through 
it all, the victims of  violence would consistently search for novel forms through which to 
redress their wrongs, sometimes through local protest, but increasingly through the global 
networks that transformed international politics in the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst 
centuries. 

 Mothers, Sisters, Daughters 

 There no better place to start the story of  human rights and technological change in 
Latin America than with the  Madres de la Plaza de Mayo . 1  The  Madres  were a product of  
the particular circumstances of  Latin America’s dirty wars, in which authoritarian states 
systematically made their enemies “disappear,” and government offi cials actively denied 
any knowledge of  what was going on. After coming to power in March 1976, the Argentine 
junta not only closed off  all forms of  political opposition, it also refused to release any 
information about the thousands of  young people the military plucked from the streets 
and sequestered in its torture chambers. Government offi cials either stonewalled or ridi-
culed family members who came to their offi ces in search of  information. This was why a 
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326 Speaking Truth to Power

loose assortment of  mothers decided to occupy Argentina’s most important public space. 
They confronted all physical threats stoically, never wavering from their single demand: the 
return of  their children. This act—assuming the public face of  grief  and rage during a time 
when Argentines were largely silent—helped bring down one of  the bloodiest dictatorships 
in Latin American history, a government that in less than a decade murdered somewhere 
between 9,000 and 30,000 people. 

 A group of  fourteen women started gathering in the Plaza de Mayo on April 30, 1977. 
They were mostly working class ( Figure 10.1 ). Most had never worked outside of  their 
homes and had never before shown much interest in politics. Many had never voted in an 
election. We cannot say for certain, but some may have even supported the March 1976 
military coup. After all, at the time of  the coup Argentines from all social classes believed 
that the country was verging on chaos, a problem many blamed on rebellious youths, femi-
nists, and communists. Military rule promised a re-assertion of  traditional family values. It 
promised that order and respect for authority would be restored. Working-class mothers 
were not immune to this appeal. 

 Then their children began to disappear. As mothers do everywhere, they went to the 
authorities. Sitting in government offi ces, waiting for answers from recalcitrant govern-
ment offi cials, they slowly realized that it was not just  their  children who were missing; 
hundreds, and maybe even thousands of  other women shared similar fates. So, at a time 
when all forms of  protest were prohibited, they decided to gather weekly in the Plaza de 
Mayo and publicly demand the return of  their children. At fi rst, they sat around the edges 
of  the plaza, knitting and standing in small groups. Later, they moved towards the obelisk 
in the center of  the plaza, marching in a circle for the duration of  their demonstration. All 

Figure 10.1 The Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, 1977

Source: AP Photo
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the while they performed the role of  decent folk, people who were grieving a loss and did 
not deserve the fate that the Argentine state had bestowed upon them. 

 Prior to 1976 most members of  the group never imagined joining a public protest, let 
alone openly confronting a government offi cial. And yet as newly assertive political actors, 
they openly defi ed the regime’s ban on political organizing, and actually made themselves, 
the mothers of  the nation, into political targets. Invariably adorned in their white heads-
carves, their motherly appearance belied the fact that they were one of  the most openly 
bellicose groups in Argentine political life. Motherhood thus proved to be a fl exible claim 
for the  Madres , as it does for most women who enter politics. By the end of  1977, 150 moth-
ers were regularly protesting weekly. 

 Their mere presence pushed the regime’s human rights violations out of  the shadows 
and onto center stage. Political prisoners, “the disappeared,” were no longer simply sta-
tistics. They were somebody’s child, grandchild, sister or brother, maybe even someone’s 
mother or father. This was a brilliant tactic, especially given the fact that many of  these 
supposedly apolitical women had very political children. Their claim to human rights 
somehow made a universal claim for their children (that nobody should be kidnapped by 
the state) and a very particular claim for themselves (that they were particularly aggrieved 
because they, if  not their children, were apolitical mothers). In doing so, they made them-
selves the victims of  the disappearances, rendering the state’s claim that their children were 
terrorists void. 

 At fi rst the generals allowed the  Madres  to march relatively unmolested. They could 
barely imagine that these women represented a political threat. Soldiers told them they 
could not sit in large groups in the plaza, and occasionally taunted them, though they did 
not drive them from the square. This arrangement did not last. Within months the junta 
began to fear that these women might threaten the government’s efforts to portray itself  as 
a defender of  family values, and the secret police began stalking the  Madres , even kidnap-
ping and killing a few. Soldiers blocked off  the plaza, forcing the  Madres  to the margins, 
hoping they could contain the public relations damage. 

 They were too late. Reports about body parts washing up on the beaches of  Uruguay 
had reached the international media (the remains of  victims tossed from airplanes over 
the South Atlantic), and, with the World Cup in Argentina approaching in 1978, a growing 
number of  foreign journalists took interest in what was going on in the country. Members 
of  the international press began to attend the demonstrations, writing sympathetic pieces 
about the  Madres  for their readers back home. With a growing national and international 
profi le, it became impossible to eliminate the  Madres  without making the regime an inter-
national pariah, so the regime instead began to paint them as terrorist sympathizers, as the 
 locas  (madwomen) of  the Plaza de Mayo. Foreign observers found themselves split on the 
label. Human rights sympathizers saw it as one more reason to condemn the regime. Cold 
warriors repeated it ad nauseam. 

 The generals’ efforts to contain the damage went awry in December 1977. Somewhere 
between the eighth and the tenth, Argentine security forces under the command of  Alfredo 
Astiz, a sadistic torturer with the nickname “blondie” (allegedly because of  his good looks) 
kidnapped thirteen individuals linked to the  Madres . Among them were two French nuns, 
Alice Domon and Léonie Duquet. The French embassy immediately protested, and within 
days the junta declared that the Montoneros (a leftist urban guerrilla group) had kidnapped 
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328 Speaking Truth to Power

the nuns. As proof, the government released a photo that showed the nuns standing in front 
of  a Montoneros banner (the photo was in fact taken in the basement of  the Naval Mechan-
ics School, ESMA). Neither the United States nor the French governments were taken by 
the ruse, and both immediately ratcheted up the pressure on the Argentine government to 
release the nuns. President Carter also decided to send a fact-fi nding mission to Argentina. 
Foreign skepticism over the junta’s story was borne out some months later when the bodies 
of  several of  the kidnapping victims (including the two nuns) washed up on an Argentine 
beach near Mar del Plata. This left no doubt as to who had killed the nuns, as it was the junta’s 
practice to dispose of  their victims by throwing them into the ocean from military planes. 

 With the Carter administration increasingly distancing itself  from the Argentines, his 
critics on the North American right leapt to the junta’s defense. Writing in the  Miami News , 
on August 18, 1978, Ronald Reagan declared: “inevitably, in the process of  rounding up 
hundreds of  suspected terrorists, the Argentine authorities have no doubt locked up a few 
innocent people. . . The incarceration of  a few innocents however, is no reason to open up 
the jails and let the terrorists run free so they can begin a new reign of  terror.” Reagan was 
repulsed by the fact that the U.S. ambassador to Argentina “mingles in Buenos Aires with 
relatives of  the locked up suspected terrorists, thus seeming to legitimize all their claims to 
martyrdom.” Reagan got at least some traction for these claims in the U.S. media, as several 
outlets repeated the junta’s claims that most of  these women did not even have children. 2  

 Still, as more and more evidence emerged from Argentina, it was impossible to main-
tain this story. In August 1979, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights of  the 
Organization of  American States (OAS) toured Argentina and investigated 6,000 disappear-
ances. The junta was terrifi ed about the OAS visit, and raided the offi ces of  four human 
rights organizations in advance, reputedly executing and eliminating traces of  numerous 
political prisoners. For their part, the  Madres  lined up around the block to testify before the 
panel, leaving an indelible impression on the Commission and the International Press. The 
Commission presented a 266-page report to the OAS at a meeting in November 1980, with 
members of  the  Madres  in attendance. It painted a dismal picture of  the regime. 3  

 As had earlier been the case at the UN Human Rights Division, the Argentine govern-
ment was able to use threats and bullying within the OAS to ensure that nothing concrete 
came of  the report. Not that this mattered much, because the real power of  the report 
lay in its capacity to act as a rallying point for the variety of  non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) that by 1980 had actively taken up the  Madres ’ cause. By the time Ronald 
Reagan was elected president, Amnesty International and other human rights groups had 
fl ooded the North American media with examples of  torture and forced disappearances 
in Argentina. In June 1981, the  Madres  were awarded the Truth and Freedom Award from 
the Rothko Chapel of  Houston. During that summer several  Madres  toured the United 
States, traveling to Washington to plead their case directly to Reagan. Argentine offi cials 
complained bitterly about the tour, but were met by equally forceful statements both from 
the  Madre s and from exiles living in the United States. 

 These pressures without question played a role when in May 1982 the Reagan adminis-
tration made a decision that would be instrumental in bringing an end to military rule in 
Argentina. It was then that the junta, in an effort to counteract fl agging support at home, 
launched an invasion of  the Malvinas Islands (known in Britain as the Falklands), betting that 
a weakened Britain and staunch support from the United States would guarantee success. At 
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home this was a low point for the  Madres , who were accused of  treason and broadly reviled for 
failing to support this effort to assert Argentine sovereignty over a long-disputed territory. Yet 
Reagan, who had offered subtle signals that he would support the Argentines, instead opted 
to back the British. This decision in turn helped transform the invasion into a disaster, because 
the British understood they could respond with their full military capabilities without risk 
of  alienating the United States. The junta’s forces were routed, sparking massive protests in 
Argentina. The generals responded by promising a return to civilian rule, which came in 1983. 

 Reagan was no friend of  human rights groups, and earned a well-deserved record for 
supporting authoritarian regimes in the region. He actively supported Operación Condor, 
a network that military leaders in the region used to assassinate their enemies in other 
countries. Reagan was not however, immune to political pressure from his critics. There 
were several moments during his years in power when American political activists work-
ing with relatives of  “the disappeared” forced him to distance himself  from authoritarian 
regimes. This happened in 1988, when the Reagan administration actively supported a pro-
cess that would bring down another Latin American dictator. This time the challenge came 
in the form of  a plebiscite. 

 When Augusto Pinochet engineered Chile’s 1980 Constitution, he included provisions 
that in 1988 the government would hold a plebiscite to determine whether or not he should 
continue to rule the country for another eight year term. The plebiscite was intended as a 
form of  sham politics, a carefully stage managed event that would give Pinochet enough 
semblance of  legitimacy to keep human rights groups at bay and maintain Chile’s good 
international standing. Pinochet had problems that were not entirely like the Argentine 
junta. Though he was widely regarded (at least internationally and among Chile’s middle 
and upper classes) as the man who had saved the Chilean economy from the disaster of  com-
munism, he was also dogged by the claims of  mothers of  the Chilean disappeared (in Chile, 
mainly consolidated around the  arpillera  movement, which sewed tapestries depicting miss-
ing loved ones and displayed them publically). Sting, then one of  the most popular musicians 
on the planet, included a song about these Chileans mothers that directly attacked Pinochet 
on his 1987 album (the song was called “They Dance Alone”). Pinochet also faced active 
opposition from Chilean exiles and a series of  opposition parties that continued to organize 
and hold rallies against the regime inside the country. General strikes in 1984 and 1987 and 
the repression that followed revealed a persistent opposition to military rule, even as Pino-
chet insisted that the vast majority of  Chileans unconditionally supported the regime. 

 As 1988 and the promise of  the plebiscite loomed, Pinochet was likely surprised to learn 
that his friends in the Reagan administration were committed to the vote. Reagan was 
under a great deal of  scrutiny in the United States, widely criticized both for his support of  
a guerrilla movement in Nicaragua made up of  soldiers formally affi liated with the Somoza 
dictatorship (the  contras ) and mired in investigations over a botched arms for hostages deal 
that had involved Nicaragua and Iran. His own vice president, George H.W. Bush was then 
running for the presidency, and did not need the sort of  news that would further tarnish 
his democratic credentials. This helps to explain why the Reagan administration not only 
demanded that the plebiscite be held; it gave active support to the “No” campaign. The U.S. 
government offered $1.6 million for voter registration, education, and computing through 
the National Endowment for Democracy. Privately, administration offi cials warned Pino-
chet to obey the results. 
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 Pinochet seemed likely to win the plebiscite in any event. The economy was doing well. 
He had considerable political support from conservatives, and regime opponents feared 
either that their votes would not be counted, or that they would face retribution for going 
to the polls to cast a no vote. The latter a fear that seemed reasonable given the fact that sev-
eral prominent organizers of  the No vote were harassed and intimidated during the cam-
paign. Still, the coalition of  fourteen political parties that formed the opposition organized 
a brilliant campaign that took the regime by surprise. Not only did they register millions 
of  voters (7.5 million voted), they put together a media campaign that ran circles around 
the government’s efforts. While Pinochet’s spin doctors used their allotted airtime (each 
campaign received fi fteen minutes airtime per day in the weeks leading to the October 5 
plebiscite) to inspire fear of  a return to the communist past with images of  steamrollers 
crushing televisions and other consumer goods, the No campaign put together a brilliant 
strategy that both reminded viewers of  Pinochet’s crimes and insisted that their eyes were 
focused on a democratic, prosperous future. The campaign was symbolized by the slogan 
“Chile, joy is on the way” and by a rainbow, juxtaposed against a “No” (see  Figure 10.2 ). An 
astounding 97.53 percent of  the electorate voted on the plebiscite, giving the No a 55.99 
percent to 44.01percent victory. Pinochet briefl y considered attempting to overturn the 
results, but his own generals warned him against this strategy. Within days he began to 
implement plans for presidential elections, which would take place in 1989. 

 Global Motherhood 

 The role that indirect pressures created by the mothers of  “the disappeared,” both in Chile 
and Argentina, played in these events should not be underestimated. The visceral quality 

 Figure 10.2 Advertising emblem of the coalition for the “No” vote in Chile, 1988 
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of  their claims, the fact that Reagan himself  felt it necessary to attack them, reminds us 
of  the power their grief  had as a foil to military rule. That their force was felt indirectly, 
in some ways channeled through U.S. politics, alerts us to their capacity to move beyond 
the traditional spaces of  political struggle. It was their ability to speak to an international 
audience, to mobilize international networks, and to create a human face for the intercon-
nected global phenomena (the cold war, The School of  the Americas, U.S. support for dicta-
tors) that represented their power. 

 In transforming motherhood from a private matter into a public issue, the mothers of  “the 
disappeared” blurred the distinction between feminist and feminine politics. While they gained 
access to the public sphere because they were “traditional,” the claims they made (respect for 
human rights) and the way they made them (sometimes going so far as to openly provoke 
the soldiers sent to rein them in) transformed the category they occupied. That said, there are 
limits to the extent to which grief  can be transformed into a larger agenda for women’s rights. 
Movements like these often mask deep internal ideological differences, and do not tend to 
develop larger feminist or social justice agendas without splintering apart. Indeed, when some 
members of  the  Madres de la Plaza de Mayo  attempted to widen their rights claims beyond fi nd-
ing their missing children, other members balked. After working-class  Madres , led by Hebe de 
Bonafi ni, expanded what were originally personal demands about their children into a broad 
agenda for reform based on their rights as mothers, a small faction split from the movement 
and took the name  Línea Fundadora  (Founding Line), claiming that the increasingly radical 
demands of  the  Madres  were a betrayal of  the movement’s original goals. 4  This faction spoke 
to the interests of  middle-class mothers and those from the interior of  the country, who tended 
to eschew larger political agendas and were much more likely to work cooperatively with 
the state and other human rights groups. They showed little interest in using motherhood to 
demand broader social change. 

 Larger efforts in Latin America to organize women around reproductive rights, equal 
pay, or the treatment of  women in the home or workplace have revealed the class, religious, 
and cultural cleavages that characterize women’s movements the world over. Grieving 
mothers however, continue to act as a visceral basis upon which global solidarity networks 
continue to fi nd common ground. Mothers whose children have been kidnapped and mur-
dered cannot be explained away as a necessary step towards modernization (the idea that 
workers in poor countries benefi t from their position in the global economy even if  their 
wages are meager). It is instead something that no parent can ignore, something that all 
fear, and something that seems impossible to justify. 

 This then has been the ethos around which other, recent mothers movements have orga-
nized, seeking again to connect to powerful forces in the global North through their pain. 
We see this most poignantly in a series of  events that took place in Northern Mexico begin-
ning in the 1990s, when hundreds of  young women in Cuidad Juárez, Mexico (many of  
them workers in the assembly plants that serve the U.S. market) were kidnapped, sexually 
assaulted, murdered, and dumped in the nearby desert. The women who lost their lives 
in these crimes were doing what an increasingly large segment of  poor Latin American 
women have been doing since at least the 1970s: they had taken up jobs in the growing 
maquila sector along the U.S. border so that their families could survive in an economy 
that provided few opportunities for their male counterparts. These workers were not so 
much part of  a new tradition of  female work (poor and working-class women have always 
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332 Speaking Truth to Power

labored in commerce, agriculture, service, and in factories in the region) as they refl ected 
women’s factory employment on a scale never seen before, and work that took place in a 
context where the state seemed to be withering away. Two generations earlier women fac-
tory workers in Medellin Colombia, Buenos Aires, Argentina, and São Paolo, Brazil might 
have had paternalistic factory owners who worried about their well-being or been overseen 
by government bureaucracies that wished to ensure they maintained their proper comport-
ment (and remained viable as the mothers of  the next generation of  citizen/workers). In the 
late twentieth century, these women were simply the surplus poor, dark skinned migrants 
from somewhere else whose only value to foreign factory owners lay in their low wages and 
willingness to work long hours with a minimum of  complaint. They were neither potential 
customers (their wages could not purchase the things they made, which were destined for 
foreign markets anyways) nor potential mothers for a nation (which many thought too large 
in any event). 

 In the free for all that was the border zone, where hundreds of  thousands of  migrants 
passed through every year and only a few stayed, few people of  infl uence had any interest in 
pressuring the state over the disappearances of  a few poor women. Already under pressure 
because of  growing crime and tightened budgets, Mexican offi cials fi rst ignored the crimes 
because of  the ethnicity, class, and reputed professions of  some victims (some may have 
been sex workers), and then botched the investigations by torturing suspects until they 
confessed. Twenty years earlier this strategy might have worked, but this time the families 
of  the victims found new ways to get around the old barriers. They did not just complain 
to the police; they went to the media, in both Mexico and the United States. And they did 
as mothers, sisters, and daughters. 

 In 2003 a group of  mothers of  the murdered women toured the United States. One of  
its leaders, Norma Andrade, spoke before a sub-committee of  the U.S. Congress. She con-
demned both the perpetrators of  the crimes and a state that failed in the fi rst instance to 
protect her child, and in the second instance to investigate the crime. When she returned 
to Mexico, government agents followed her home, and warned her and other mothers to 
keep quiet, to stop talking to the media, to stop embarrassing them. She refused, and within 
days reports that the government was harassing her were published in the Mexican and U.S. 
media. 

 After Andrade’s pleas and the threats she received for making them received wide notice 
in the press, Mexican President Vicente Fox committed new resources to the investigation. 
In early 2004, he appointed prominent human rights lawyer María López Urbina to exam-
ine both the crimes and offi cial malfeasance. After a short investigation, she fi led charges 
against eighty-one current and former state and local offi cials. Her prosecutions did not 
promise to end the killing spree, and the scope of  her authority was quite limited. None-
theless, the sheer number of  charges fi led against offi cials irrefutably exposed the Mexican 
state’s failure to live up to a fundamental responsibility. 

 Thanks to the efforts of  grieving mothers in Juárez, Mexicans are now familiar with the 
term  feminicide , which denotes the murder of  women because they are women. They are 
also increasingly aware that it is a national problem. And while simply naming something 
and exposing it to public scrutiny does little to solve the problem of  violence against women, 
it is a critical beginning. It forces a dirty secret into the open, where it can no longer be 
ignored.  
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 Other Terrors 

 The Human Rights groups that emerged across the region during the 1970s had a very 
clear target: states that systematically violated the rights of  their citizens. For the most part, 
when we thought of  violence in Latin America during this era, we imagined organized 
state actors and occasionally organized guerillas, a clash that we could make sense of  in 
ideological terms. Compared to state terrorism, the other forms of  violence that character-
ized daily life—crime, corruption, the growing use of  illicit drugs—seemed almost quaint. 
This is no longer the case. 

 By the early years of  the twenty-fi rst century, it was clear that a surge in violence was a 
taking hold across the region. In some places that violence was tied to persisting ideological 
struggles. In most places the violence, read often as the criminal in nature, seemed ideo-
logically empty, nihilist. Today, a series of  shadowy actors, including drug traffi ckers, urban 
gangs, paramilitary organizations, and government offi cials in the pay of  criminals are the 
notable actors in a region-wide crisis in human security. They are the product of  changed 
circumstances, in some ways linked to the return to democracy, and in others produced by 
profound economic and demographic shifts. 

 Latin American cities, already large by global standards in 1950, exploded in the latter 
half  of  the twentieth century. At fi rst, urbanization was the product of  concerted govern-
ment efforts. ISI policies promoted industrial development and good factory wages, while 
simultaneously discouraging small-scale cultivation in favor of  capital-intensive export 
agriculture. Small farmers in much of  the region found it increasingly diffi cult to make a 
living in the countryside, and migrated in search of  work. By the 1970s several urban cen-
ters in Latin America had become mega-cities, enormous urban complexes characterized 
by the massive growth of  slums on their periphery. Today, Lima, São Paulo, Buenos Aires, 
Bogotá, and Mexico City are among the largest cities in the world. 5  

 In the early years of  rapid urban expansion, local governments extended social services 
to meet some of  the needs of  the new arrivals, building public housing, transportation 
networks, and schools. Even in the best of  times however, Latin American states proved 
unable to provide social and other government services for the growing urban populations 
and increasingly poor rural communities. This problem worsened signifi cantly in the 1970s 
as stagnant economic growth put new demands on an already overstretched state. 

 Facing a government that could not deliver the goods, Latin America’s urban and rural 
poor developed informal networks to provide water, electricity, to build roads and sewers, and 
relied on neighbors and friends to maintain order in their communities. The weak ties that 
many in these communities had to the state were further weakened by the fact that, when 
government offi cials arrived, they often threatened to disrupt carefully managed subsistence 
networks by reshaping the public spaces of  the communities, arresting informal leaders, and 
dismantling the informal services the poor had constructed for themselves. The alchemy of  
all this—people who could not rely on the state for services but expected the state to be a 
hostile actor in their communities—made these misery belts rich recruiting grounds for the 
informal economy. It was not diffi cult to fi nd people in these communities who would happily 
work in producing, transporting, and selling various forms of  contraband, as this was a source 
of  income and status among people effectively abandoned by the state. Some of  the work 
was as simple as selling cigarettes without tax stamps. Informal economy vendors might also 
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sell stolen or contraband goods, counterfeit watches, jeans, and handbags, and pirated videos. 
More signifi cantly, these communities were a critical recruiting ground for the workers in who 
would make Latin America as one of  the most important global players in the trade in illicit 
drugs, particularly cocaine, marijuana, and methamphetamines. 

 Beginning in earnest in the 1970s, a growing number of  young men from these com-
munities became workers in a burgeoning global trade in illicit drugs, based in places as 
diverse as Medellín Colombia, Santiago, Chile, Havana, Cuba, and Culiacán, Mexico. Their 
bosses imagined themselves as entrepreneurs who moved merchandise to willing consum-
ers, helping themselves and their societies in the process. At a time when the economy was 
worse than anyone could remember, they may have been the most important source of  
export revenues in the entire region. 

 Many of  the early drug kingpins were widely admired. They were modern-day Robin 
Hoods, taking the money and even vitality of  those who oppressed Latin America and 
in turn re-vitalizing their own communities by building hospitals, schools, and apartment 
buildings. They supported local teams, customs, and the devotion of  local saints. Some 
even became national symbols of  Latin American defi ance of  the United States. Colombian 
narco-traffi cker Pablo Escobar successfully ran for the Colombian Congress in 1982 on a 
platform that included a provision that called for a ban on the extradition of  drug traffi ckers 
to the United States. Escobar later lost much of  his shine when he brought down an Avi-
anca fl ight in November 1989 while attempting to assassinate César Gaviria Trujillo, killing 
107 people, but narcos of  his ilk remain compelling fi gures in parts of  Latin America today. 
Some are loathed and feared for the violence they beget, while others maintain loyal fol-
lowings when they use their wealth to contribute to their communities, acting as a state in 
the absence of  the legally constituted state. Mexico’s Familia Michoacana, which effectively 
ruled large parts of  Western Mexico in the early 2000s, did so at least in part by claiming to 
be more honorable and upright than corrupt government offi cials.   

 Wars Without End 

 Concurrent with the rise of  the drug lords, the U.S. government stepped up its own war 
on drugs, shifting its attention away from earlier efforts to treat addicts and towards active 
interdiction. Successive U.S. administrations declared that they would not approve aid or 
favorable trade agreements for regimes that did not take an active (some would say milita-
rized) role in disrupting the fl ow if  illicit drugs. It was during this period that U.S. military 
aid to Latin America gradually shifted its focus from the cold war to the war on drugs. Since 
the mid-1990s U.S. military and police aid to the region—now mostly under the auspices of  
counter-narcotics measures—has grown to around a billion U.S. dollars annually. 

 Colombia is ground zero for these developments. Beginning with the Andean Initiative, 
which funneled $200 million in military aid to the region and made Colombia the third 
largest recipient of  U.S. military aid (behind Israel and Egypt), and followed by the Plan 
Colombia, which since 2000 has funneled $8 billion in military-police aid to Colombia, the 
United States has played an active role in militarizing Colombian society. A similar package 
in 2007 provided U.S. $1.9 billion in aid to Mexico has had similar affects in that country, 
supporting (critics say pushing) a militarized approach to the drug confl ict there. 6  
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 In the Mexican case, a majority of  the money was spent purchasing military equipment, 
in particular Blackhawk helicopters. The Colombian government also bought a great deal 
of  weaponry, but also funneled millions to paramilitary groups, many of  which have close 
ties with the military. Originally created by Colombian elites to protect their interests and 
cultivate civilian support in opposition to the guerrillas, the paramilitaries have attacked 
union organizers, peasants, and anyone perceived as a threat to the established order. They 
have also acted as a force unto themselves, raising revenues through active participation in 
the drug trade, protecting growers, laboratories, and traffi ckers. Not to be outdone, mili-
tary units stationed in these zones have also taken a piece of  the action, leaving the rural 
civilian population completely vulnerable, and driving millions to fl ee the coca zones for 
the urban slums of  cities like Bogota and Medellin. Colombia’s civil war, which pits nearly 
fi fty-year-old guerrilla insurgency against and the military, has resulted in somewhere 
between 50,000 and 200,000 deaths, and produced fi ve million internally displaced people. 
U.S. military and police aid has and exacerbated these confl icts, without having much effect 
on the cultivation of  coca (which has remained stable since 2003). 

 The Mexican state has fared no better in its drug war. In 2007 President Felipe Calderón 
sent more than 40,000 troops to the border to regain control of  Mexico’s North from the 
cartels. He spent about U.S. $7 billion fi ghting the drug war, in some cases displacing entire 
police forces in the process. The results were both inconclusive and costly, and resulted in 
somewhere between 60,000 and 120,000 deaths (it is a matter of  how it is counted 7 ) during 
Calderón’s term of  offi ce. Calderón faced a particularly strong challenge from the  Zetas , a 
group of  former Special Forces soldiers who once worked against the drug cartels and are 
now major players in the drug trade. Taking advantage of  the tendency of  the Mexican 
press to focus on spectacular violence, the  Zetas  earned national headlines by providing 
journalists with images of  beheadings and other grisly murders. 

 Neither Latin American states nor the United States seem capable of  winning the war 
on drugs, in part because with gross revenues of  perhaps $40 billion annually, the traffi ckers 
are well positioned for the fi ght. Interdiction efforts have what many describe as a balloon 
effect. When one area is pressed (as in the Caribbean in the late 1980s and early 1990s), the 
trade expands to another region. Today, as interdiction efforts have increased in Mexico, 
more and more of  the trade has shifted to the even weaker states of  Central America, 
particularly Guatemala and Honduras. It also appears that some organizations have begun 
to build submarines to move the drugs into the United States. The reasons for this are 
relatively simple. One kilo of  cocaine sells for $1,000 in Colombia’s interior, $25,000 in the 
United States, and $60,000 in the Britain. 

 Those who favor interdiction must cope with extraordinarily well-armed adversaries 
(often using weapons that made their way into Latin America through the militarization of  
interdiction efforts), criminal networks that can draw on seemingly endless supply of  des-
perately poor and alienated labor, and on states that are too weak or corrupt to sustain the 
effort. Government offi cials throughout the region, including in the United States, must 
regularly decide between risking their lives in the fi ght or working with the drug gangs for 
a little extra pay. 

 The corrosive effect that the trade has had on the state and civil society can be measured in 
any number of  ways. Latin America’s overcrowded prisons are now overfl owing with persons 
convicted of  drug crimes (80% of  the women in Mexican prisons are there for drug crimes). 
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Militarization has also renewed fears about police and military impunity, about the fact that in 
the midst of  the drug wars extrajudicial killings by the police and military seem to have been 
on the rise. During Felipe Calderón’s drug war, the Mexican  Comision Nacional de Derechos 

Humanos  (National Human Rights Commission, CNDH) received 4,772 complaints of  
human rights abuses by the military, including over 100 complaints of  forced disappearances. 

 Serious as they are, these violations account for only a small part of  the violence that has 
engulfed parts of  Latin American in recent times. Criminal gangs, armed with money and 
weapons from the trade, turned to kidnappings, extortion, and a booming street-level drug 
trade across Latin America in order to make money. The police have proven completely 
inadequate to the task of  dealing with the crisis, at least in part because police forces across 
the region are plagued with offi cers who either take bribes to look the other way or actively 
participate in these gangs. Those police offi cers who refuse to go along with the gangs can 
put their lives at risk, and generally fi nd that the safest alternative lies in quitting their jobs. 
In August 2008, all twenty members of  the police force in Villa Ahumada in Chihuahua 
(eighty miles south of  El Paso, Texas) resigned after their police chief  was murdered less 
than twenty-four hours into his tenure. Those police offi cers who remain committed to 
the battle increasingly treat their posts as war zones, going about heavily armed, covered in 
body armor (which they often pay for themselves), their faces hidden by masks that protect 
their identities. They do their best to move their families out of  harm’s way, often to the 
United States. Others will accept bribes or actively work for the cartels, as this option is 
often less fraught with danger than the alternative. 

 It is unlikely that a more secure police force would necessarily be the answer to this 
dilemma. Victims, bystanders, and criminal suspects generally have good reason to fear 
the police independent of  the corrupting effect of  the narcotics trade. Police agencies in 
Latin America have an exceptionally poor record of  respecting civil rights. Even police 
agents who might be inclined to investigate crimes have few resources to do so, and, partly 
because of  this, offi cials generally fi nd easy targets to blame for criminal acts. For the most 
part, this means focusing on young, impoverished males (who often tend to have darker 
skin than the elites) from marginal neighborhoods. For example, residents of  Brazil’s  favelas  
(urban slums) are commonly blamed for the country’s crime problems, and extra-judicial 
killings by the police of  young black men from these communities are commonplace. 
Upwards of  1,000 people in Rio alone die at the hands of  the police annually, in incidents 
usually explained as “acts of  resistance followed by death.” The term is strikingly similar to 
the phrase “shot while trying to escape” (the  ley fuga ), used elsewhere in Latin America to 
describe those summarily executed by the police. 

 At times this problem seems overwhelming. In order to correct this, reformers must 
not only change the culture of  policing, they must increase salaries, protect police who 
come forward with charges against their fellow offi cers, and reform a judiciary that has no 
tradition of  punishing malfeasance on the part of  agents of  the state. They must do this 
in the face of  a long history of  graft and lax investigative techniques, all the while facing 
the simple truth that their enemies are wealthy and threatening. Crime is profi table, and 
the traffi ckers have immense resources to either buy off  new police agents or successfully 
intimidate them into silence. The military is a poor alternative, because it too is easily 
corrupted. Soldiers are generally even more poorly paid than the police (something like 
100,000 troops have left the Mexican military to work for the traffi ckers in recent years). 
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 Given these overlapping phenomena, it should be little wonder that Latin America 
today has the highest homicide rate of  any region in the world at 22.2 per 100,000 people. 
This is fi ve times the world average, translating to 100,000 homicides in the region annu-
ally. Homicides have doubled since the 1980.   Honduras actually leads the region, with 82.1 
per 100,000, followed by Venezuela, with 45.1 per 100,000. Property crimes have increased 
by a factor of  three in recent years, and crime rates continue to rise, particularly in urban 
areas. Seventy-fi ve percent of  the world’s kidnappings take place in Latin America. Arrests 
and convictions for these crimes are startlingly rare, in part because so few crimes are 
ever reported. Victims rarely turn to the police, as public offi cials are often involved in the 
crimes. Among the poor especially, the police are more often seen as a menace than a solu-
tion to the violence. 

 Journalists have been threatened for simply reporting on these phenomena. Latin Amer-
ica has in recent years become one of  the most dangerous regions in the world to be a 
journalist. Some have faced arbitrary detention and arrest from governments aiming to 
clamp down on press freedoms; aiming in particular to limit criticism of  the state. Others 
have been caught in the crossfi re of  the drug wars, unprotected by a state that does not 
want the story covered and attacked by narcos who see the press as a threat to their busi-
ness. Between 2007 and 2012 alone, two dozen journalists were murdered in Mexico. Reel-
ing from the deaths of  two of  its own reporters in 2010, the newspaper  El Diario  in Juárez 
was prompted to publish a front page editorial pleading with the cartels. The paper asked: 
“ We would like you to explain what you want from us, what you want us to publish or not 
publish, so at least we could know what to expect.” In the years since this extraordinary 
plea,  several newspapers have publicly proclaimed that they will no longer cover the drug 
war. In their surrender, they join a long line of  those who have opted for self-preservation 
in the face of  enemies that can kill at will, and a state too weak to do anything about it (see 
Document 10.7, below). 

 These acts of  capitulation speak to the limited strategies available to those seeking to 
survive the violence. In the absence of  states that can guarantee a right to human security, 
individuals are often left to their own devices. Their cities become obstacle courses, fi lled 
with practices, places, and times deemed dangerous. Those with means can sequester them-
selves and their families in gated communities, such as the “Countries” of  greater Buenos 
Aires, or the high security apartment buildings of  Santa Fé in Mexico City (ironically, this 
is also where many wealthier traffi ckers live). They can hire private security guards and 
arm themselves against kidnappings, armed robberies, and carjackings. Those with fewer 
means must rely on friends and neighbors to protect them from the threats posed by the 
narcos and the state. In extreme cases, poorer rural communities have literally shut the rest 
of  the world out, declaring themselves self-governing entities and blockading the roads that 
enter their towns. 

 Whether it entails building barbed wire around a fortifi ed estate or roadblocks to a 
poor community, extreme localism is risky. While it is a good short run strategy of  self-
preservation, it does little to stop a determined narco or government agency from penetrat-
ing one’s community and wreaking havoc. In the long run it is more likely that those who 
have taken a page from the experiences of  the mothers of  “the disappeared” will have an 
impact on violence in the region. Contemporary victims rights movements have enlarged 
the fi eld of  struggle, building new national and international movements to combat recent 
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Figure 10.3 Mexico City, March against Delinquency, July 2004

Source: Photo by Alexander Dawson

waves of  violence. In 1997 Josefi na Ricaño created  Mexico Unido Contra la Delincuencia  (Mex-
icans United Against Delinquency, MUCD) and gained international headlines July 2004 
when he organization massed more than 350,000 on Mexico City’s streets (see  Figure 10.3 ). 
Similar efforts in other countries have made judicial reform one of  the most pressing politi-
cal issues in contemporary Latin America. 

 Like the victims groups that reached out to activists in the United States and elsewhere 
beginning in the 1970s, MUCD had a local and an international focus. Supporters agreed 
that the Mexican state was weak and corrupt, but they believed their problems were made 
worse by the insatiable appetite for illicit drugs in the United States. Over time this cri-
tique expanded into a larger focus on the fact that over 100,000 illegal weapons fl owed into 
Mexico from the U.S. annually. They joined a growing chorus of  international experts and 
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government offi cials that has openly called for policies that would decriminalize possession 
of  small amounts of  drugs and offer treatment instead of  incarceration for addicts (for 
example, the Report of  the UN’s Global Commission on Drug Policy in June 2011). 

 Victims of  the drug war have also taken their case to the United States directly. During 
the summer of  2012, the Caravan for Peace crossed the country, uniting activists from both 
sides of  the Rio Grande in an attempt to highlight the global repercussions of  the war on 
drugs. Though supported by marijuana activists, most participants were not themselves 
drug users, but instead among the tens of  thousands of  Mexicans who have fallen victim 
to the violence of  the drug war. Seemingly ignoring a state that seems ill equipped to 
deal with the crisis, the Caravan for Peace went directly to U.S. citizens with their stories 
of  the violence that has engulfed Mexico in recent years. Caravan members asked North 
Americans to reform their own laws; laws which incidentally have done little to reduce the 
consumption of  drugs and attendant criminality in the United States. Most importantly, the 
Caravan members called for an end to the militarization of  drug control and a new era in 
which those with drug problems were treated instead of  incarcerated. 

 The Caravan did not yield immediate results, nor did its organizers expect rapid solu-
tions. It was instead important for the networks it helped to build, new connections that 
once again offered an opportunity for those denied their rights to advocate for themselves 
on a global stage. When your state is weak, when it is unwilling or unable to recognize your 
right to have rights, this is often your only option. The  Madres de la Plaza de Mayo  were one 
of  the fi rst groups to mobilize in this way, taking advantage of  a changing world even as 
they insisted on their traditional ways. The Caravan for Peace was simply one of  the latest 
iterations of  this phenomenon. 

 It may be one of  the lessons the  Madres de la Plaza de Mayo  offer to those victimized by the 
drug wars of  the twenty-fi rst century. The  Madres  changed their country precisely because 
they found a means to reconfi gure the terrain of  their battle. No longer were they simply 
addressing a recalcitrant Argentine state and a seemingly indifferent Argentine public; they 
were addressing a global audience that could see its own complicity in their plight. To be 
sure, American Human Rights activists abhorred the atrocities committed by the dictator-
ships in Latin America, but it was their own government’s complicity in these crimes that 
underscored the urgency of  action.   It is the hope of  those who participated in the Caravan 
for Peace that they might have the same effect, making their own victimhood at the hands 
of  the U.S. government visible to those who have the capacity to change that government.   

 The Documents: Something Old, Something New 

 The authoritarian regimes that once sought to narrow, even eliminate politics instead pro-
duced the opposite effect, a proliferation of  political and social movements, fi rst in opposi-
tion to military rule, and later organized around a series of  “rights.” Unlike the political 
movements of  the past, which often worked under the umbrella of  right- or left-wing 
politics, these movements have tended to be nimble and issue oriented. At the same time, 
emergent communications technologies have left a powerful imprint on the social move-
ments of  a democratic Latin America, not least because of  their capacity to make visible 
and international things that just a few short decades ago might have been erased. 
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 We see a powerful iteration of  that shift in Document 10.1. Taken from a television 
news interview in the Plaza de Mayo during the late 1970s, it offers a brief  capsule of  the 
demands made by the  Madres de la Plaza de Mayo . The language used is Spanish, but words 
represent only a small part of  the impact of  the video. It was the sight, sounds, and pas-
sion of  these mothers—one talking about a daughter who was pregnant when kidnapped, 
another saying they simply need to know the fate of  their children, living or dead, and 
another begging the foreign journalist to whom she was speaking to please, please help 
them, because “you are our last hope”—that had the capacity to capture global attention. 
The visceral quality of  a real grieving mother addressing the camera terrifi ed the gener-
als, and prompted many Argentines to deny that it could be possibly true. It also inspired 
human rights activists across the global North to action. 

 By the 1990s, oppositional movements in Latin America commonly turned to support-
ers in the United States and Europe for protection and support. This invariably entailed 
performances that were attuned to their understandings of  what constituted a sympathetic 
ear. This notion of  performance does not necessarily indicate something false—the idea 
that one pretends to be something one is not in order to gain sympathy—rather it reminds 
us that Latin American activists crafted narratives that drew on and sometimes reframed 
certain experiences in order to capture an audience. The  Madres  crafted their narratives, as 
did Rigoberta Menchú and indigenous leaders, who often understood that North Ameri-
can activists were particularly drawn to a utopian version of  indigeneity, the Indian who 
was closer to nature, more egalitarian, the primitive communist. One of  the movements 
that mobilized these sympathies better than almost any other was the Zapatista Army of  
National Liberation in Mexico (the EZLN), whose Revolutionary Womens’ Law is Docu-
ment 10.2. 

 The EZLN announced its rebellion against the Mexican government on January 1, 1994, 
through two actions. The fi rst was a brief  occupation of  the city of  Bartolomé de las Casas, 
Chiapas. The second came in the form of  a series of  pronouncements intended to intro-
duce the movement to the world. The  Declarations from the Jungle  and Revolutionary Laws 
cast the EZLN’s grievances in such a way as to perfectly align it with the international 
activist left. Disseminated broadly through email lists, these statements created the impres-
sion of  a leaderless movement committed to social justice and women’s rights that had 
chosen the date of  the inauguration of  the North American Free Trade Agreement to say 
“enough!” 

 That these claims did not perfectly refl ect the practices within the movement certainly 
matters. The EZLN was not leaderless at all. It was dominated by fi gures like Subcoman-
dante Marcos and Comandante Ramona (the author of  the Women’s Revolutionary Law), 
who pushed for the rebellion in spite of  the fact that local groups in the region were deeply 
divided over this decision (see  Figure 10.4 ). And it is also certainly true that many of  the 
provisions of  the EZLN’s laws would never be implemented in meaningful ways. Yet if  we 
focus on these failings, we miss the larger point of  what was arguably the fi rst rebellion 
of  the digital age. These laws were as much about the allies the Zapatistas needed if  they 
were to survive as they were about the facts on the ground, and the Zapatistas successfully 
took their war to a virtual community over which the Mexican state had no power. This in 
turn made it next to impossible for the Mexican army to do to these rebels what they have 
done for decades, which is eliminate them under the cover of  darkness. The Revolutionary 
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Women’s Law then, had multiple lives. It was a utopian vision for a hoped for transforma-
tion of  social relations. It was also an emergency fl are, an effort to call a global network to 
a cause in order to allow that cause to survive. 

 Document 10.3 offers an emergency fl are of  another kind. Here we have a video of  a 
confrontation between the Guerrero (Mexico) State Police and a group of  peasants in a 
place called Aguas Blancas. The video was shot on June 28, 1995, while police stopped and 
then killed seventeen members of  the Southern Sierra Peasant Organization (OCSS). The 
victims were travelling to a demonstration in the town of  Atoyac de Álvarez, where they 
intended to demand the release of  a comrade from police custody. State offi cials initially 
claimed that members of  the group had attacked the police, and that they had responded in 
self-defense. They released photographs in which they showed peasants with guns in their 
hands to back up their claims. The governor of  the state, Rubén Figueroa, also presented a 
two minute and twenty-two second   video that seemed to support their claims by revealing 
the bodies of  peasants with arms of  various calibers. 

 The survivors, many seriously wounded, immediately disputed these claims, but given 
the fact that they were members of  a radical peasant group that many believed wanted 
to overthrow the government, their claims were immediately treated with suspicion. 
This probably would have been the end of  the affair, except that the claims of  the police 
began to unravel when, shortly after the incident, the newspaper  El Sol  in Acapulco pub-
lished two different photos of  one of  the victims, which seemed to indicate that police 

Figure 10.4 Comandante Ramona 
of the EZLN, author of the Women’s 
Revolutionary Law
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had planted a gun in his hands (see  Figures, 10.5  and  10.6 ). The photos in turn prompted 
a Human Rights investigation by CNDH, which in turn led to charges of  misconduct 
against four offi cers. 

 To this point the massacre was a local scandal, and offi cers on the scene seemed likely to 
bear the full blame for what seemed like a garden-variety police coverup. It became some-
thing else entirely when, on February 25, 1996, the journalist Fernando Rocha aired   the 
original fourteen minute forty-eight second   video of  the massacre (the unedited version 
of  the earlier tape), demonstrating both that the police had murdered unarmed peasants 
and that Governor Figueroa had, at the very least, covered up the crime. Mexican Presi-
dent Ernesto Zedillo responded by forcing Figueroa to resign on the March 12, 1996, and 
twenty-eight members of  the police and four other mid-level government functionaries 
were ultimately jailed. 

 Most served relatively short sentences, and Figueroa did not spend a single day in jail, in 
spite of  the evidence that he knew that something was planned for the roadblock (he had 
been assured that the peasants would not reach the protests). On top of  this, members of  

Figure 10.6 Image of the fi gure in 10.5, 
showing a gun placed in the victim’s right 
hand

Source: El Sol de Acapulco

Figure 10.5 Original photograph of one 
of the victims of the massacre at Aguas 
Blancas

Source: El Sol de Acapulco
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the OCSS continued to be harassed by state offi cials. At least thirty-four more members of  
the group were assassinated in the three years following the massacre. It can therefore seem 
like cold comfort to insist that there is something particularly meaningful in this video’s 
ability to lift the veil from government secrecy, using the very tools the government had 
used to manipulate the narrative. Yet the fact that a two-minute, highly redacted video, 
used to give the impression of  verisimilitude became a fourteen-minute, unedited video 
that brought down a governor and sent more than two dozen police offi cers to jail, speaks 
to the power that new forms of  media have in contemporary Latin America. Compact 
devices, which record on easily replicated tapes, disks, and now thumb drives, have created 
a universe in which it is virtually impossible for states involved in any number of  conspira-
cies and cover-ups to remain confi dent that they can control the narrative. This is especially 
true when the data stored on that stick or tape has the explosive power of  the videotape of  
the Aguas Blancas massacre. 

 There can be no question that states retain the advantage in many ways. They have 
more capacity disseminate their narratives, and regularly use these technologies to spy 
on and target their enemies. Nonetheless, the proliferation of  digital technologies, min-
iaturization of  recording devices (today, the smart phone), and the global nature of  
information networks have exposed government malfeasance in unprecedented ways. 
Government offi cials videotaped at a casino in Las Vegas, spending ill-gotten gains, sud-
denly have to answer for something they have always done under the cover of  darkness. A 
“citizen’s television” brigade can use their cell phones to record student protests in Chile, 
recording incidents of  police violence against peaceful protesters and documenting the 
circumstances under which some are arrested. 8  States across the planet have responded in 
varying ways to these trends, typically with a mix of  efforts to control the fl ow of  infor-
mation and promises of  greater transparency, yet to date they have invariably been a step 
or two behind their critics. As 1960s countercultural fi gure and author of  the  Whole Earth 

Catalogue,  Stewart Brand once said, “information wants to be free”—freely accessed and 
free fl owing. 

 Video plays a different role in Documents   10.4 and 10.5, which are music videos shot as 
a part of  the No Campaign in the 1988 Chilean plebiscite. The No Campaign was given fi f-
teen minutes per day on TV, starting at 10:45 p.m. on September 5, 1988, to make their case. 
The Yes campaign likewise had fi fteen minutes of  offi cial broadcast time, along with posi-
tive reporting during the remainder of  the day. Given their obvious disadvantage, the No 
campaign needed to communicate a great deal in a short time, and do it in ways that would 
inspire Chileans to support them at the polls. They also had to fi nd a way to satisfy leaders 
of  the fourteen different parties that made up their coalition. Given these challenges, the 
campaign was remarkably successful in developing a strategy that both reminded Chileans 
of  the atrocities of  the previous 15 years, and captured the sorts of  positive energy that they 
needed. Their success is neatly encapsulated in the songs presented here. “No” and “Chile, 
la alegria ya viene” (Chile, joy is coming) point to the future. They assure viewers of  the 
happiness that will fl ourish in a post-dictatorship Chile. And just as important, they mock 
the dictator, making him into an ugly relic of  the past. Although criticized by hard-liners 
for trivializing the issues that Chileans confronted, the cathartic quality of  the videos seem 
to have played a role in mobilizing the “No” vote. 
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 We see here a different capacity to mobilize, this time drawn from the media savvy authors 
of  a long-shot effort to unseat a dictator. Those who participated faced polls that suggested 
Pinochet would easily win (not the least because many might stay away from the polls out of  
fear). They knew that they would face serious reprisals after the vote for openly mocking the 
dictator, and were also aware that he might simply steal the vote. All of  these factors make 
the courageousness of  their work seem all the greater, and the clever, optimistic tone of  these 
songs seem all the more impressive as an example of  using the medium to its maximum effect. 

 One might say the same of  the individuals featured in Document 10.6, a collection of  Chil-
ean students who took their protests over tuition hikes and university governance to a global 
audience in a series of  fl ash mobs which were quickly posted on YouTube in 2011. Here you 
see students in central Santiago dressed as zombies and dancing to Michael Jackson’s  Thriller . 
Zombies, the living dead, resonate everywhere in the second decade of  the twenty-fi rst cen-
tury, providing Chilean students an instant connection to a global youth culture in crisis. 

 Much has yet to be determined about the power of  virtual social networks and new media. 
Critics rightly point out that Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, and other new forms of  human con-
nection often produce thin relationships, superfi cial friendships and fl eeting personal commit-
ments; unlike the kinds of  social associations that in the past produced long-term commitments 
through the mutual sacrifi ces made by members, these networks have yet to prove capable to 
doing much more than temporarily disrupting the day to day order. Discipline and cohesion 
in the face of  real and sustained threats often requires a depth of  camaraderie that movements 
based on social networks have not yet manifested. If  they are to produce sustained pressure on 
their adversaries, the members of  these movements need to fi nd ways to address these short-
comings. The Chilean fl ash mob offers us an opportunity to contemplate what those strategies 
might be, and to do so in a way that recognizes the potential power of  these sorts of  spectacles 
in shifting the terrain of  politics in the early twenty-fi rst century. 

 Although the visual is today critically important part of  the struggle for rights in Latin 
America, other modes remain. The written word has a lasting place in the political strug-
gles of  Latin American dissidents, and today it continues in the form of  manifestos blasted 
to the world through email lists and blogs. Documents 10.7   and 10.8, offer us signifi cant 
examples of  the way in which new media have preserved an old form. The fi rst is the  Open 

Letter to the Drug Cartels  penned by the editors of   El Diario de Juárez  on September 19, 2010. 
The letter caused a great deal of  consternation in Mexico and the United States, because its 
threat to capitulate revealed in the most naked way the costs of  the drug war, which in the 
previous years had resulted in the deaths of  dozens of  journalists. What is more, it offered 
the possibility that the drug war simply could not be won, and reminded everyone that the 
war had placed one of  the essential elements of  a democratic society—a free press—in an 
utterly untenable situation. Some condemned the paper for its letter, but most believed that 
its words rang true. 

 Our fi nal text is Javier Sicilia’s  Open Letter to Mexico’s Politicians and Criminals , written 
shortly after his twenty-four-year old son Juan Francisco was killed along with seven other 
youths in Cuernavaca, in March 2011. Sicilia, one of  Mexico’s greatest contemporary poets, 
fi rst responded to the death by announcing that he could no longer imagine himself  as a 
poet. He turned his attention to organizing a series of  marches in Cuernavaca calling for 
an end to the drug war. His letter, released on April 3, became the rallying point for further 
action, including his  National March for Justice and Against Impunity , in which he and his 
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supporters marched from Cuernavaca to Mexico City, where they held a rally attended by 
over 200,000 people. Similar protests were held on that day in other Mexican Cities and 
around the world. The same activists organized the  Caravan for Peace , which toured the 
United States during the summer of  2012, reaching Washington, D.C. on September 11. 
The symbolism of  the date was lost on no one.  

 Document 10.1 Madres Video Where Are Our Children?  

  www.youtube.com/watch?v =LAP5wlHNPZA  

 Document 10.2  Revolutionary Womens’ Law. (Published in  El Despertador 
Mexicano *, 

 January 1, 1994) (Translation from Zapatistas! Documents of the New Mexican Revo-
lution, Brooklyn, NY: Autonomedia, 1994)  

 In the just fi ght for the liberation of our people, the EZLN incorporates women into 
the revolutionary struggle, regardless of their race, creed, color or political affi liation, 
requiring only that they share the demands of the exploited people and that they com-
mit to the laws and regulations of the revolution. In addition, taking into account the 
situation of the woman worker in Mexico, the revolution supports their just demands 
for equality and justice in the following Women’s Revolutionary Law. 

 First: Women, regardless of their race, creed, color or political affi liation, have the 
right to participate in the revolutionary struggle in a way determined by their desire 
and capacity. 

 Second: Women have the right to work and receive a just salary. 
 Third: Women have the right to decide the number of children they will have and 

care for. 
 Fourth: Women have the right to participate in the affairs of the community and 

hold positions of authority if they are freely and democratically elected. 
 Fifth: Women and their children have the right to primary attention in matters of 

health and nutrition. 
 Sixth: Women have the right to an education. 
 Seventh: Women have the right to choose their partner, and are not to be forced 

into marriage. 
 Eighth: Women shall not be beaten or physically mistreated by their family mem-

bers or by strangers. Rape and attempted rape will be severely punished. 
 Ninth: Women will be able to occupy positions of leadership in the organization and 

hold military ranks in the revolutionary armed forces. 
 Tenth: Women will have all the rights and obligations elaborated in the Revolution-

ary Laws and regulations. 
 [*  El Despertador Mexicano  was then published by the EZLN and distributed in San 

Cristóbal de las Casas on January 1, 1994.]  
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346 Speaking Truth to Power

 Document 10.3  Aguas Blancas Masacre (Warning: this is a disturbing video, 
in which we see the deaths of seventeen peasants at the 
hands of the police.)  

  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v =Wut8XF07CM4  

 Document 10.4 “No”  

  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v =PI9gNUoknIg  

 Document 10.5 La Alegria ya viene  

  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v =H3Jph-eMjX8  

 Document 10.6 Zombies for Education  

  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v =sVjqtxGr1nY  

 Document 10.7  The  Diario de Juárez  Open Letter to the Drug Cartels. Sep-
tember 19, 2010 

 Source:  El Diario de Juárez . Translated by Robert Forstag.  

  WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM US?: AN OPEN LETTER FROM  EL DIARIO  (CIUDAD 
JUÁREZ, MEXICO)  

 To: The leaders of the various organizations that are fi ghting one another over the 
control of Ciudad Juárez 

 The loss of two reporters of this publishing company in less than two years rep-
resents an irreparable loss for not only all of us who work here but also—and most 
especially—for their families. 

 We want to make it clear to you that we are communicators, and not fortune-tellers. 
Therefore, as information workers, we want you to explain what it is you want from 
us, what it is that you would have us publish or refrain from publishing, so that we can 
know what the likely consequences are. 

 You are now the  de facto  authorities of this city. This is because the legally con-
stituted authorities have been able to do nothing to stop our co-workers from being 
gunned down, despite the fact that we have repeatedly asked them to do so. 

 This is why, in the face of this undeniable reality, we’ve posed our question to you. 
This is because the last thing we want is for another of our colleagues to fall victim to 
your bullets. 

6241-481-1pass-010-r02.indd   3466241-481-1pass-010-r02.indd   346 5/16/2014   5:35:49 PM5/16/2014   5:35:49 PM



Speaking Truth to Power 347

 Even though all those in the journalistic profession who work in the border region 
have suffered the consequences of this war that you and the federal government are 
waging, it is  El Diario  that has been the most severely affected, because it is the only 
outlet that has suffered the loss of two of its employees. 

 We don’t want anyone else to die. We don’t want anyone else to be injured. And we 
don’t want any more intimidation. It is impossible to do our work in these conditions. 
So tell us what it is that you expect from us as a media outlet. 

 This is not a surrender. It also doesn’t mean that we’ve given up on the ongoing 
work that we’ve been engaged in. What it is instead is a call for a truce with those who 
have imposed their own law on this city, as long as they respect the lives of those of us 
who dedicate ourselves to the task of informing others. 

 In the face of the power vacuum whose consequences the residents of the state of 
Chihuahua all live with, in an environment in which there are no suffi cient guarantees 
for citizens to safely live their lives and conduct their activities, journalism has become 
one of the most dangerous professions. This is something that  El Diario  has come to 
realize through fi rst-hand experience. 

 For those of us who run this publishing company, even though our goals and mis-
sion of doing a good job of informing the community remain the same as they were 
34 years ago, we can now see no point in putting the safety of so many of our co-
workers at risk by allowing their precious lives to be used as means to deliver coded 
or uncoded messages among various organizations, or by those organizations to the 
offi cial authorities. 

 Even wars have rules. And in any clash of arms, there are protocols and guarantees 
among the warring parties that aim at assuring the safety of the journalists covering 
the confl ict. For this reason, we once again ask you, the leaders of the various drug 
traffi cking organizations, to explain what it is you want from us, so that we can cease 
paying tribute with the lives of our fellow workers. 

 From the message left by one of these groups in a blanket placed yesterday morn-
ing at the corner of Ejército Nacional and Tecnológico, it seems reasonable to infer a 
claim of responsibility for the death of the photographer Luis Carlos Santiago Orozco, 
which occurred at a shopping mall last Thursday afternoon. 

 The threatening message was found on a placard addressed to so-called command-
ers and a captain. This message warned that the same fate that befell our photogra-
pher awaited those two individuals if they did not return a specifi ed sum of money. 

 Ever since such messages began to appear wrapped in blankets or painted on 
walls,  El Diario  has taken them very seriously indeed, because they have proven to be 
well founded, given that a number of them have been followed by action. 

 On the other hand, nearly two years after the murder of our colleague Armando 
Rodríguez Carreón, we are very skeptical that the supposed enforcers of justice who 
are about to complete their terms of offi ce will provide any trustworthy clarifi cation 
regarding these events. 

 There have been many indications and promises that the case would be resolved 
without any of these actually materializing. This is why, at this point, if someone were to 
actually be identifi ed as the person supposedly responsible for the crime, our natural 
reaction would be one of skepticism and caution. 
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 This newspaper is not going to unquestioningly accept the fi rst suspect identifi ed 
as being the presumed perpetrator of the attack against Rodríguez Carrión. This is 
because we have information that indicates that there is a search for a scapegoat to 
pin this crime on—a crime that, for us, is a particularly sensitive matter. 

 If their purpose in such an action is to relieve some of the pressure they face, it will 
be counterproductive, because it will only end up engendering an even greater lack of 
confi dence than currently prevails among most of our citizens in the face of the mag-
nitude of impunity that we have witnessed. 

 In any event, in order to be acceptable to  El Diario  at this point, any conclusion 
reached regarding this case would have to also be endorsed by international journal-
ism and human rights organizations. 

 Four and a half years ago, when Felipe Calderón Hinojosa was in the middle of his 
presidential campaign, he visited the offi ces of  El Diario  in order to be interviewed 
regarding a variety of different subjects. 

 At that meeting with the communications employees of this newspaper, the man 
who is now president of the Republic responded to a question regarding the guar-
antees that would be offered by his federal administration regarding the satisfactory 
development of freedom of the press. 

 Calderón responded as follows: “When it comes to murders [i.e., of journalists] 
then, just as I am protected because I am a candidate, I feel that, to the extent of 
the danger involved in an activity conducted for the benefi t of the community, there 
should be mechanisms that protect that activity. A journalist who has been threatened, 
or who carries out an investigation of organized crime, must have special protective 
mechanisms at his or her disposal, and it’s a good thing that the Special Prosecutor’s 
Offi ce was created to address such circumstances.” 

 By now, this story is well known: The president, in order to attain a legitimacy denied 
him at the polls, embarked—without a proper strategy—upon a war against organized 
crime. He also did so without appreciating the strength and scope of the enemy in this 
war, or the consequences of such a confrontation for the country. 

 The Mexican people—and especially the citizens of Ciudad Juárez—have become 
non-consenting participants in this confl ict, and have been set adrift as a result of 
wrong decisions that have put them right in the middle of it, with results that everyone 
knows and that the majority of citizens abhor. 

 This was the context in which journalists were dragged into this savage confl ict, 
without the president having refl ected on the promise he made in the meeting room 
of  El Diario . Because what has happened is that those working in the media have 
conducted investigations on organized crime, have been threatened, and have been 
in the middle of this war as privileged and intimidated witnesses. Despite all this, they 
have never received from their government the “mechanisms of special protection” 
that the president characterized as indispensable. 

 The only defensive weapons at the disposal of those of us dedicated to the profes-
sion have been the search for truth, our deployment of words, our typewriters—nowa-
days our computers—and our cameras. 

 As a protector of the rights of its citizens—and therefore, of communicators—
the state has been absent during these war-torn years, even when it has seemed 
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to act protectively in various operations that in practice turned out to be colossal 
failures. 

 Last Friday, following the murder of the photographic journalist Luis Carlos San-
tiago Orozco,  El Diario  published an editorial in which it drew attention to this 
absence by posing the following question: “From whom do we demand justice?” 
This question refl ects the state of mind of citizens who no longer know who they can 
call on for help. 

 Just a few days ago, medical associations raised the possibility of a doctors’ strike 
for the purpose of pressuring governments to fi nd answers, following the kidnapping 
of a number of physicians—several of whom were murdered despite the fact that the 
requested ransom had been paid. 

 Others, such as merchants and business owners, have also considered actions 
aimed at applying pressure, such as a strike on the payment of the taxes and fees 
essential for the functioning of government. 

 Justice has been so sadly lacking, and the desolation and powerlessness so deeply 
felt in all sectors of society, that it would hardly be a preposterous notion to apply 
actions that really would hurt those who have the obligation to do more in order to 
preserve the safety of our city, our state, and our nation. 

 In contrast, those with the greatest obligation to protect our citizens have either 
become mired in fruitless debates over the question of whether Mexico is as bad or 
worse than Colombia was 20 years ago (a contention expressed by US Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton and endorsed by serious media outlets such as the  Washington 
Post ) or have offered us a circus by means of the extravagant expenditures to celebrate 
the nation’s Bicentennial. These resources could have been better used to bolster our 
country’s anemic security strategy. 

 As if all this were not enough, our president continues to pontifi cate about peace 
in our nation as if it were something real by sending a letter to every family in Mexico 
in which, among other things, he rhetorically emphasizes that the white of our national 
fl ag symbolizes “the peace that we have achieved.” 

 Such a statement is nothing more than mockery for the citizens of Ciudad Juárez, 
who have been drowning in a bloodbath, and who know less about peace than any-
thing else in these troubled times. 

 In Ciudad Juárez, we have reached a point where adopting other kinds of measures 
in order to force our legally established authorities to respond more decisively has 
become an urgent necessity. This is because the patience of so many of our citizens 
has simply been exhausted. 

 In the meantime,  El Diario  has taken the position indicated at the beginning of this 
article—that of calling upon the confl icting groups to declare what it is they want from 
us in the communications media. 

 We, the victims, are thus addressing our executioners. 
 As if the abuses, attacks, and intimidation of the communications media weren’t 

enough, yesterday the Secretary of Education and Culture of the state of Chihua-
hua, Guadalupe Chacón Monárrez, poured more salt into the wound by declaring 
that we in the press are guilty of causing the psychological terrorism that prevails 
in our city. 
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 So now we are, in the mind of this government offi cial, not victims, but perpetrators 
of terrorism—all as a result of doing nothing more than our duty of informing the com-
munity of what is happening in this border region. 

 It ought to be very clear to the Secretary of Education that terrorism comes from 
sources other than communications media, which serve as a vehicle for providing infor-
mation as to what is happening in this city. 

 Chacón Monárrez specifi cally referred to the primary school and kindergarten in the 
northwest of our state, where not only parents but also the teachers themselves live 
in fear that something might happen to them as a result of threats made by a group 
engaged in extortion. 

 It was in fact mothers and fathers who approached this newspaper in order to express 
the fear that they felt—and that they still feel—over the safety of their children. These 
threats were not issued by  El Diario . It was also not this newspaper that suggested to 
these parents that they report the intimidation to which they had been subjected. 

 In the face of such circumstances, what did the Secretary expect? That we only 
listen to these parents and then bid them farewell? Or that we advise them to report 
the threats to the Offi ce of Prior Investigations after they themselves made it clear that 
they don’t trust the authorities because they don’t take any action? 

 The reporter who met with the parents did what he had to do: He wrote an article 
about what he had been told and delivered it to the editor, who in turn did his duty by 
publishing it because it dealt with an important matter that involved the safety of a lot 
of people—including children. 

 It wasn’t the information reported—and which was echoed by other media outlets 
in the city—that constituted terrorism. In this instance, the terrorism was perpetrated 
by those who threatened the children, their parents, and their teachers. But those most 
responsible for fomenting terrorism are those who are responsible for and capable of 
stopping it, but who have failed to do so, whether out of omission or negligence, or 
even as a result of collusion. 

 The Secretary of Education said that she couldn’t imagine anyone showing disre-
spect to children, and that the threats may have been a hoax. It is noteworthy that she 
doesn’t live in this city, where adolescents, children, and even babies have been mas-
sacred. Her comments make a mockery of those parents whose children have died as 
a result of the violence, and are unforgivable. 

 Hernán Ortíz, an anthropologist and researcher at the Autonomous University of 
Ciudad Juárez is entirely right when he responds to Chacón Monárrez that the press 
should not be blamed for the terrorism that we’ve endured for so long, but that we 
should blame the incompetence of the government. This refl ects the view that we 
expressed earlier in this article. 

 The secretary issued the following plea: “With all due respect, I want to urge the 
press not to become participants in this, because psychological terrorism is something 
that is achieved by means of communication.” 

 What is she trying to tell us? To stop publishing? To only report “good” or “posi-
tive” news (as others have previously urged in this regard)? We in the media gather 
information and report on everything that happens in the city, and it is our readers who 
qualify as “good” or “bad” what they read, hear, or see. 
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 In any event, the Secretary of Education has been invested with the great respon-
sibility of assuring that children now in our schools emerge with properly educated 
minds, so that they don’t turn into our future criminals. 

 What Chacón Monárrez has done is created a smokescreen for the purpose of con-
cealing the incompetence of authorities who have failed to do their job. 

  http://www.unpuntoenelinfi nito.com/analisis-denuncias/2559-carta-abierta-ciudad-
juarez.htm l  

 Document 10.8  Javier Sicilia’s Open Letter to Mexico’s Politicians and 
Criminals,  April 3, 2011  

 Source: Translated by Narco News ( www.narconews.com ). Reprinted by permission 
of Javier Sicilia.  

 April 4, 2011 

 The brutal assassination of my son, Juan Francisco, of Julio César Romero Jaime, of 
Luis Antonio Romero Jaime, and of Gabriel Anejo Escalera, is added to so many other 
boys and girls who have been assassinated just the same throughout the country, not 
only because of the war unleashed by the government of Calderón against organized 
crime, but also the rotting of the heart that has been wrought by the poorly labeled 
political class and the criminal class, which has broken its own codes of honor. 

 I do not wish, in this letter, to speak with you about the virtues of my son, which 
were immense, nor of those of the other boys that I saw fl ourish at his side, studying, 
playing, loving, growing, to serve, like so many other boys, this country that you all 
have shamed. Speaking of that doesn’t serve for anything more than to move what 
already moves the heart of the citizenry to indignation. Neither do I wish to talk about 
the pain of my family and the families of each one of the boys who were destroyed. 
There are not words for this pain. Only poetry can come close to it, and you do not 
know about poetry. What I do wish to say to you today from these mutilated lives, 
from the pain that has not name because it is fruit of something that does not belong 
in nature—the death of a child is always unnatural and that’s why it has no name: I 
don’t know if it is orphan or widow, but it is simply and painfully nothing—from these, I 
repeat, mutilated lives, from this suffering, from the indignation that these deaths have 
provoked, it is simply that we have had it up to here. 

 We have had it up to here with you, politicians—and when I say politicians I do not 
refer to any in particular, but, rather, a good part of you, including those who make 
up the political parties—because in your fi ght for power you have shamed the fabric 
of the nation. Because in middle of this badly proposed, badly made, badly led war, 
of this war that has put the country in a state of emergency, you have been incapa-
ble—due to your cruelties, your fi ghts, your miserable screaming, your struggle for 
power—of creating the consensus that the nation needs to fi nd the unity without which 
this country will not be able to escape. We have had it up to here because the corrup-
tion of the judicial institutions generates the complicity with crime and the impunity to 
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commit it, because in the middle of that corruption that demonstrates the failure of the 
State, each citizen of this country has been reduced to what the philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben called, using a Greek word, “zoe”: an unprotected life, the life of an animal, 
of a being that can be violated, kidnapped, molested and assassinated with impunity. 
We have had it up to here because you only have imagination for violence, for weap-
ons, for insults and, with that, a profound scorn for education, culture, and opportuni-
ties for honorable work, which is what good nations do. We have had it up to here 
because your short imagination is permitting that our kids, our children, are not only 
assassinated, but, later, criminalized, made falsely guilty to satisfy that imagination. We 
have had it up to here because others of our children, due to the absence of a good 
government plan, do not have opportunities to educate themselves, to fi nd dignifi ed 
work and spit out onto the sidelines become possible recruits for organized crime 
and violence. We have had it up to here because the citizenry has lost confi dence in 
its governors, its police, its Army, and is afraid and in pain. We have had it up to here 
because the only thing that matters to you, beyond an impotent power that only serves 
to administrate disgrace, is money, the fomentation of rivalry, of your damn “competi-
tion,” and of unmeasured consumption, which are other names of the violence. 

 As for you, the criminals, we have had it up to here with your violence, with your loss 
of honor, your cruelty and senselessness. 

 In days of old you had codes of honor. You were not so cruel in your paybacks and 
you did not touch the citizens nor their families. Now you do not distinguish. Your vio-
lence already can’t be named because, like the pain and suffering that you provoke, it 
has no name nor sense. You have lost even the dignity to kill. You have become cow-
ards like the miserable Nazi sonderkommandos who kill children, boys, girls, women 
men and elders without any human sense. We have had it up to here because your 
violence as become infrahuman—not animal, as animals do not do what you do—but 
subhuman, demonic, imbecilic. We have had it up to here because in your taste for 
power and enrichment you humiliate our children and destroy them, producing fear 
and fright. 

 It is you, “señores” politicians, and you, “señores” criminals—in quotes because 
this epithet is given only to honorable people—are with your omissions, your fi ghts 
and your actions, making the nation vile. The death of my son Juan Francisco has lifted 
up solidarity and a cry of indignation—that my family and I appreciate from the depth 
of our hearts—from the citizenry, and from the media. That indignation comes back 
anew to put in our ears the phrase that Martí directed at those who govern: “If you 
can’t, then resign.” Putting this back in our ears—after the thousands of anonymous 
and not anonymous cadavers that we have at our backs, which is to say, of so many 
innocents assassinated and debased—this phrase must be accompanied by large citi-
zen mobilizations that obligate you, at these moments of national emergency, to unite 
to create an agenda that unites the nation and believes in a state of real govern-
ability. The citizen networks of the state of Morelos are calling for a national march 
on Wednesday, April 6, that will leave at 5 p.m. from the monument of the Dove of 
Peace to the Government Palace, demanding justice and peace. If the citizenry does 
not unite in this and constantly reproduce it in all cities, in all towns and regions of 
the country, if we are not capable of obligating you, “señores” politicians, to govern 
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with justice and dignity, and you, “señores” criminals, to retake your codes of honor 
and limit your savagery, the spiral this violence has generated will bring us on a path 
of horror without return. If you, “señores” politicians do not govern well and do not 
take seriously that we live in a state of national emergency that requires your unity, and 
you, “señores” criminals, do not limit your actions, you will end up winning and having 
power but you will govern and reign over a mountain of ossuaries and of beings that 
are beaten and destroyed in their souls, a dream that none of us envy. 

 There is no life, Albert Camus wrote, without persuasion and without peace, and the 
history of Mexico today only knows intimidation, suffering, distrust and the fear that 
one day another son or daughter of another family will be debased and massacred. 
You only know what you are ask us, that death, as is already happening today, becomes 
an affair of statistics and administration and which we should all get used to it. 

 Because we do not want this, next Wednesday we will go out into the street: 
because we do not want one more child, one more son, assassinated, the citizen net-
works of Morelos are calling for national citizen unity that we must maintain alive to 
break the fear and isolation that the incapacity of you, “señores” politicians, and the 
cruelty of you, “señores” criminals, want us to put in our bodies and souls. 

 I remember, in this sense, some verses by Bertholt Brecht, when the horror of 
Nazism, which is to say, the horror of the installation of crime in the daily life of a nation, 
appeared: “One day they came for the blacks, and I said nothing. Another day they 
came for the Jews, and I said nothing. One day they came for me (or for a son of mine) 
and I had nothing to say.” Today, after so many crimes supported, when the destroyed 
body of my son and his friends has brought the citizenry to mobilize anew, and in the 
media we must speak with our bodies, with our walk, with our cry of indignation, so 
that those verses of Brecht are not made a reality in our country. 

 Additionally, I opine that we must return dignity to this nation.    
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 At A Glance: Technology  

 F.1) Mobile Telephone Subscriptions World Map 
 F.2) Mobile Broadband Subscriptions World Map  

 Communications technologies have long been the lynchpins of the global economy and 
global politics. Global trade has relied on the ability of suppliers to fi nd their customers 

through technological means since the age of the telegraph, and has expanded exponentially 
as that connectivity has improved. Communications technologies have also been critical to 
systems of political repression (facilitating the movement of police and troops, aiding in the 
surveillance of enemies of the state) and movements that sought to topple authoritarian gov-
ernments since even before Paul Revere’s famous ride. Radio stations have announced revo-
lutions and the toppling of dictators (sometimes, as happened in Cuba in 1957, prematurely), 
fax machines have moved clandestine news in and out of societies with no freedom of the 
press, and. most recently, Twitter was credited with helping to facilitate the 2011 Arab Spring. 

 Given the importance of these innovations in communications technology, it is signifi cant 
that Latin Americans lagged behind the United States and Europe in connectivity during much 
of the twentieth century. Telephone landlines were expensive, as was cable. Radio, television, 
and newspapers tended to be relatively subservient to the state. But the advent of cellular 
technology dramatically changed this as on-the-scene-reporting of events were disseminated 
around the world by individuals. While landlines and cable broadband grew slowly or stag-
nated during the early years of the twenty-fi rst century, the use of cellular telephones skyrock-
eted. Less than 20 percent of Latin Americans today have fi xed landlines, compared to more 
than 50 percent of people in the United States. Cell phones, on the other hand, continue to 
grow in popularity. Today, Latin America has a higher per capita saturation of cell phones than 
does Canada. 

 The maps below illustrate that growth, showing cell-phone usage per capita in Latin 
America as compared to the rest of the world.   Figure F.1   offers a clear impression of just 
how important this form of communication is in the region. Having essentially leapfrogged 
landline technology, the region today as whole is on par with or exceeds most of the nations 
of the Global North.   Figure F.2   complicates this fi nding by examining the frequency with 
which cellular phones have broadband access. This offers a strong indication that, while 
cell phones are affordable for many in the region, smart phones often remain out of reach. 
In practical terms this means that Latin Americans have much greater access to telephony 
than they did a generation ago, and that other communication tools, such as those enabling 
texting, are widely available, but that access to the internet most likely remains primarily 
the preserve of those with means. Poorer Latin Americans living in cities often gain access 
at internet cafes and a limited number of public libraries. They must often pay a prohibitive 
price for this access.      
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408 Notes

the reforms would have to be approved during two consecutive July–December sessions, in other 

words, as much as a year and a half  could pass before the reforms would be approved (April 1992 

to December 1993).  

 10 Speaking Truth to Power  

   1   Mothers of  the Plaza de Mayo . This is the plaza that faces the Casa Rosada, Argentina’s Presidential 

Palace. 

   2  See David Vidal, “Relatives of  Missing Latins Press Drive for Accounting; 30,000 Reported Miss-

ing,”  New York Times , January 5, 1979; “Latin America’s ‘Disappeared’ victims,”  Christian Science 
Monitor , January 23, 1979; “Latin American bishops debating church’s role,”  Christian Science 
Monitor , February 8, 1979. See also “A Voice of  ‘the Disappeared’,”  Los Angeles Times , October 21, 

1979; “Political Prisoners’ Plight in Latin America Told,”  Los Angeles Times , November 5, 1979. 

   3  See the link to the 1980 Interamerican Commission Report on Human Rights in Argentina, 

which details many specifi c stories of  forced disappearances brought to the commission:    http://

www.cidh.org/countryrep/Argentina80eng/toc.ht m 

   4  This happened in 1986. 

   5  Today, Mexico City has around 18 million residents. São Paulo has 17.7 million, Buenos Aires 12.4 

million, Rio 10.5 million, Lima 7.5 million, and Bogotá 6.8 million. 

   6  Since 1996 Colombia has received $7,413,585,638 in military and police aid. Mexico has received 

$2,409,441,555. During that same period, Mexico has purchased $4,755,313,431 worth of  U.S. 

arms and equipment, and Colombia $3,264,534,327. 

   7  See  http://truth-out.org/news/item/13001-calderon-reign-ends-with-six-year-mexican-death-toll-

near-120000 . 

   8  See Vladimir Hernández, “Chile: ¿quiénes son los que fi lman las protestas estudiantiles?”  BBC 
Mundo a Santiago , June 14, 2013.  http://www.bbc.co.uk/mundo/noticias/2013/06/121127_

chile_marchas_estudiantes_abogados_defensores_vh.shtm l  

 11 Towards an Uncertain Future  

   1   Albert Hirschman , Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States  
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970).  

   2  The epicenter of  the Earthquake lay off  the coast of  Oaxaca. 

   3  Some believe that number to be as high as 40,000. 

   4  The government claimed 289 dead, but tenants put it at 600. 

   5  A good analysis of  the larger causes of  the crisis can be found in Jeffrey D. Sachs and John Wil-

liamson, “External Debt and Macroeconomic Performance in Latin America and East Asia,” 

 Brookings Papers on Economic Activity , Vol. 1985 (No. 2) 1985, 523–573. 

   6  See  http://www.bbc.co.uk/mundo/noticias/2013/05/130514_brasil_esclavitud_bolivianos_haitia 

nos_lav.shtml . 

   7  The protests were also informed by a general unease with the amount of  government money 

being spent on sports facilities in anticipation of  the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Rio Olympics. 

   8  Figures on the decreases in poverty from  Social Panorama of  Latin America  United Nations, 

ECLAC—2011. That nonetheless represents an increases in the numbers of  poor and indigent 

poor, from 136 million poor (and 82 million indigent) in 1980 to 174 million poor and 73 million 

indigent in 2011. 

   9  Various indigenous rights became law during these years in Nicaragua, Colombia, Ecuador, Gua-

temala, Peru, Brazil, Mexico, Chile, Bolivia, and Venezuela. 
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  10  Chile court rules for Indians against Barrick Gold, Yahoo News, July 13, 2013.  http://news.

yahoo.com/chile-court-rules-indians-against-barrick-gold-184917213.html . 

  11  These numbers indicate the page on which this information can be found in the ruling.  

 At A Glance 

 People  

   1   Mariana Campos Horta,  “Afro-descendent and Indigenous Population in Latin America ,”  Novem-

ber 18, 2011,    http://perla.princeton.edu/category/blog  .   

  Economy   

   1  This includes most European Nations, along with the United States, Canada, Mexico, Chile, 

South Korea, Australia, Japan, and Israel.  

 Environment  

   1   See Crosby’s  Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of  Europe, 900–1900, 2nd ed.  (Cam-

bridge, 2004), Diamond’s  Guns, Germs and Steel: The Fates of  Human Societies  (New York, 1999).  

   2  See, for example, Warren Dean,  With Broadax and Firebrand: The Destruction of  the Brazilian Atlantic 
Forest  (Berkeley, University of  California Press,1997); Stuart George McCook , States of  Nature: Sci-
ence, Agriculture, and Environment in the Spanish Caribbean, 1760–1940  (Austin, University of  Texas 

Press, 2002), John Soluri,  Banana Cultures: Agriculture, Consumption, and Environmental Change in 
Honduras and the United States  (Austin, University of  Texas Press, 2006), Shawn William Miller, 

 An Environmental History of  Latin America  (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 2007), and 

J. R. McNeill,  Mosquito Empires: Ecology and War in the Greater Caribbean, 1620–1914  (Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 2010).  
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