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Guatemalan Anthropologist and Jesuit  Priest Ricardo Falla Visits the 
United States

 

Lilianna Quiroa-Crowell and Sergio Palencia, Members of the Mesoamerican Studies Group and anthropology students at the 
Graduate Center, City University of New York.

In October 2018, the Mesoamerican Studies Group, a City 
University of New York (CUNY) Graduate Center student 

founded and run organization, coordinated the east coast tour 
of Ricardo Falla, a prolific and dedicated author, anthropolo-
gist, and Jesuit priest from Guate-
mala. In collaboration with Boston 
College, CUNY and Georgetown 
University, Falla gave nine lectures 
and participated in several work-
shops and graduate and undergradu-
ate seminars through which he 
put his work in conversation with 
young academics and advocates in 
the United States. Speaking from 
his deep and chronologically long 
work with indigenous communities 
in Guatemala, Falla touched many 
young scholars: he is both a critical 
voice for Latin American schol-
arship and wider Mesoamerican 
Anthropology, as well as one of the most important intellectuals 
of the 21st century. 

The Mesoamerican Studies Group aims to foster interuni-
versity and transnational connections around topics and think-
ers of wider Mesoamerica. As a group, we grew out of a commit-
ment to move beyond the classroom and build dialogue regard-

ing the critical issues and research 
taking place in Latin America. 
Falla’s tour grew out of this spirit, 
as his work on violence and indig-
enous communities in Guatemala 
speaks to contemporary conversa-
tions regarding state violence. 

After receiving his PhD in 
anthropology, Falla returned 
to Guatemala to study and live 
with the Maya people of Ixcán, 
Guatemala, in 1983. It was at 
this time that the violence of the 
armed conflict reached its peak, 
with the wholesale slaughter 

of the Maya indigenous people under the guise of military 
counterinsurgency strategies. Falla has been an important 
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   Our Mission & Values 
Through grant-making and education, 
the Martín-Baró Fund fosters psycho-
logical well-being, social conscious-
ness, active resistance, and progressive 
social change in communities affected 
by institutional violence, repression, 
and social injustice. 

OUR VALUES  

u We believe that the scars of such 
experiences are deeply seated both 
in the individual and in society. 

u	 We believe in the power of the 
community collectively to heal 
these wounds, to move forward, 
and to create change.  

u	 We believe in the importance of 
developing education and critical 
awareness about the oppressive 
policies and practices of the United 
States and of multinational corpo-
rations. 

OUR GOALS  

u	 To support innovative grassroots 
projects that explore the power of 
the community to foster healing 
within individuals and communities 
that are trying to recover from expe-
riences of institutional violence, 
repression, and social injustice. 

u	 To promote education and critical 
awareness about the psychosocial 
consequences of structural violence, 
repression, and social injustice on 
individuals and communities, while 
educating ourselves and the wider 
community about the community-
based responses of grantees in their 
pursuit of social reparation and a 
more just and equitable world. 

u	 To build collaborative relation-
ships among the Fund, its grantees, 
and its contributors for mutual edu-
cation and social change.

voice in bringing to light the atrocities of the Guatemalan state against its people, 
as he continued to accompany and live with the Quiché people in the jungle after 
their violent displacement and resistance to genocide. His work, in particular 
his attention to the position of the researcher in times of conflict and practice of 
“acompañamiento” (to walk 
alongside, solidarity, etc.) as an 
anthropological and political 
tool of resistance, documents 
the Maya communities in their 
struggles from a position of 
solidarity for justice and human 
rights, making him a key voice 
in the complicated aftermath 
of state violence in Latin 
America.

Our tour began in 
Boston, where Falla was 
enthusiastically received 
by Boston College's Center 
for Human Rights and 
International Justice. Over 
coffee with U.S. theologian 
Harvey Cox he discussed 
the relationship between 
theology and justice. Falla's 
two lectures in Boston were 
entitled “Research in a 
Context of Armed Conflict” 
and “Conceptualizing the 
Guatemalan Genocide.” He 
presented the newest volume 
of his large collection At the sunset of life [Al atardecer de la vida], which forms part of 
his current project of publishing and releasing books from his experiences during the 
internal armed conflict, works that previously had been censored. He provocatively 
and productively discussed the just war framework and the concept of genocide, 
challenging students and faculty alike to add complexity to these conceptualizations 
given the reality he experienced and continues to study in Guatemala. Furthermore, 
he held a seminar with graduate students, answering their methodological and 
personal questions about how a researcher can and must be in a position of solidarity. 

In New York he continued giving lectures across the CUNY campuses, 
holding a workshop for Latin American researchers on anthropological work in 
zones of violence. Students from Colombia, Mexico and Guatemala shared their 

Guatemalan Anthropologist and Jesuit  Priest Ricardo Falla Visits 
the United States continued from page 1
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In January of 2018, in a small office located near San Salva-
dor’s downtown, I met with the Board of Directors of the 

Committee for Families of Deceased and Disappeared Migrants 
(COFAMIDE), one of our grantees for the 2016-2018 funding 
cycles. As a member of the Grantmaking Committee, I wel-
comed this rare opportunity to meet a grantee group personally 
and to learn firsthand how they had invested the funds received 
from us. In total, they had conducted more than 20 workshops 
throughout the Salvadoran countryside, gathering relatives of 
immigrants who had disappeared or died en route to the U.S. In 
these workshops, relatives received legal advocacy, human rights 
training, psychosocial support, and psychoeducation to deal with 
the emotional aftermath of their loved one’s disappearance or 
death. This is exactly what they had proposed to do when they 
sought a grant from the Martín-Baró Fund. But as we continued 
talking I soon realized that I had not been fully aware of the re-
markable work that COFAMIDE was doing. As I continued ask-
ing questions, my hosts starting showering me with evaluation 
reports, case studies, books, CDs, posters, and more. In addition, 
they informed me about the DNA bank they had created to 
identify and match the remains of migrants and their surviving 
families. They described the law project that they had crafted 
with a team of legal experts to provide relatives of migrants with 

Vanished but Not Forgotten: Helping Relatives of Disappeared Migrants

Nelson Portillo

the rights and legal mechanisms to seek reparations, repatriation 
of their deceased loved ones, and closure. Incredibly, they have 
achieved all this with less than three full-time staff members and 
with very modest resources. At the meeting I was assured that 
the Martín-Baró Fund support had been instrumental in further-
ing their work and the evidence seemed quite clear. The success 
of COFAMIDE should remind us that pragmatic solidarity in 
action through small donations continues to bring relief to those 
who have not lost hope.

methodological concerns with Falla regarding their fieldwork. 
Later that same day, he presented his book Ixcán, The Indigenous 
Peasant Rises Up (2015) [Ixcán, el campesino indígena se 
levanta] where CUNY professors Dr. Marc Edelman and Dr. 
Patricia Tovar shared their comments. The following day Falla 
participated in the Graduate Center Anthropology Department 
Colloquium, sharing his research on massacres and survival with 
students and faculty. Falla also held a talk at Lehman College’s 
Center for Human Rights and Peace Studies, where he analyzed 
the 1982 San Francisco massacre in Huehuetenango, diving into 
the testimony of survivor Mateo Ramos Paiz. 

He also conversed with students at Baruch College telling 
the story of Guatemalan refugees in Mexico, the Cuarto Pueblo 
massacre, and passed around a small golden pocket watch 
holding three small bones. As he explained: “thirty years ago I 
stood in front of the exact place where the massacre occurred; 
I collected these bones;” he circulated the bones among the 

Guatemalan Anthropologist and Jesuit  Priest Ricardo Falla Visits the United States continued from page 2

students. Many looked surprised, others remained silent. He also 
shared them with students at the Center for Latin American 
Studies (CLAS) at Georgetown University, in Washington D.C. 
More than fifty years had passed since Falla had studied at this 
Jesuit university and during his time there he was able to visit 
many of the buildings along the Potomac River. The tour as a 
whole was an opportunity to share his experience, to visit family 
and old friends, and to revisit his own memories. Overall, we 
hope that critical social scientists felt stimulated by the work of 
this important and engaged Central American intellectual.

Editor's Note: For many within the Martín-Baró Fund 
community Ricardo Falla's visit and his research focus resonate 
with Ignacio's visit to the United States nearly three decades 
ago during the worst years of the Salvadoran armed conflict. 
At that time Ignacio spoke of the “normal abnormality” of war, 
of the Salvadoran peasants' resistance to their government's 
military attacks, and of their search for peace. 
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Projects Funded in 2018

CEDECOT $7,000
Mexico 

The Center for Experimentation for the Tzeltal Community (CEDECOT) will commence 
their third year of funding from the Martín-Baró Fund. Last year 60 Tzeltal indigenous women 
within three different municipalities in Chiapas, Mexico, were provided with various tools to 
combat gender inequality, strengthen their own voices as leaders, and exercise decision-making 
power within their families, community, and municipalities. The workshops facilitated partici-
pants’ awareness of the consequences of violence against women and led to a greater openness 
and understanding about the importance of women’s participation in family development. 
CEDECOT adapted the phrase “Lekilkuxlejalil” which means “if you do not suffer from any 
type of violence and your rights are respected, you will have a good life.” The meetings served 
as a space for the participants to share successful experiences around violence prevention and 

the promotion of mental health; this generated collaborative links and actions among the women of the group and were shared with 
those women from other communities who were not a part of the project for the year. 

In this third year of funding, CEDECOT will be expanding their workshops and meetings including women and men with hopes 
of having 100 participants within the Tzeltal Norte Selva and Altos region located in San Juan Cancuc, Chilón, and Sitalá. The 
overall objective will now be shifted to training and raising awareness of gender-based violence, sexually transmitted diseases, and 
sexual and reproductive health through which they seek to prevent gender-based violence against women, violence that affects their 
mental health and violates their human rights. 

COFAMIDE $7,000
El Salvador

Committee for Families of Deceased and Disappeared Migrants (COFAMIDE) is an orga-
nization that continues to be led by family members of individuals who disappeared during 
migration from El Salvador to the United States. The family members advocate for recognition 
and aid from the Salvadoran government and the international community as they continue to 
provide psychological support and promote advocacy training for those families affected by the 
country's migration crises. 

This is COFAMIDE’s third and final grant year. Last year they developed technical train-
ing for the families of those who had disappeared, drawing on the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and international laws that can help defend Salvadoran migrants. Through this 
training family members learned about self-care and psychological assistance resources. The workshops also focused on personal self-
esteem and leadership development. COFAMIDE’s leadership is also engaged in the important work of helping families repatriate the 
remains of deceased family members who have been located and identified.

FAMDEGUA  $7,000
Guatemala 

The Association of Relatives of Detained-Disappeared of Guatemala 
(FAMDEGUA) has received their third and final grant from the Martín-Baró Fund this 
year. FAMDEGUA has over 23 years of experience supporting and accompanying mem-
bers of the Guatemalan Maya population who have been affected by regional poverty, 
forced migration, state violence, and the unresolved impacts of the nation’s internal 
armed conflict. Last year FAMDEGUA expanded their workshops to include participants 
from the municipality of Panzós in Alta Verapaz. Through the workshops, the organiza-
tion was able to address the participants’ experiences of violence during the armed con-
flict by focusing on psychosocial support and human rights education. Male and female 
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Projects Funded in 2018

Continued on page 6

participants shared that although they did not have everything necessary to live or enjoy stable lives, they now understood that 
remembering lived events does not mean that they should stop struggling for access to justice, truth, and dignified reparations. Their 
struggle signifies political, social, and cultural action which has the power to strengthen their family and community. 

In this third year of funding, FAMDEGUA plans to implement a Mental Health and Human Rights program for witnesses and 
relatives of victims of human rights violations. This will consist in the development of home visits, socialization meetings, and addi-
tional workshops on mental health and human rights. The workshops focus on women from rural areas of Maya or mestiza descent, 
among the populations most directly affected during the internal armed conflict. Creating a balance between family members and 
their socio-cultural environment is another of FAMDEGUA’s organizational goals towards which they work within their mental 
health workshops.

Proyecto Buena Semilla $7,000
Guatemala 

Proyecto Buena Semilla (PBS), "The Good Seed Project" in English, incorporates 
entrepreneurial activities, problem-based therapy, cognitive-behavioral therapy, and 
art-based activities that contribute to the empowerment of Maya women in the Western 
Highlands of Guatemala. The women participants learn to face the hardships accompa-
nying child pregnancy and domestic violence, as well as other limitations on their eco-
nomic well-being given the marginalized conditions of their communities.

In their second year of funding by the Martín-Baró Fund, PBS was able to compen-
sate eight health facilitators throughout the year in order to form the “Leadership of 
Women Circle” in the community of Quetzaltenango. Through workshops and group 
meetings, they created a safe space where vulnerable indigenous women were able to 
empower themselves in ways that contributed to improvements in their mental health or psychosocial well-being. They became 
agents of change within their families and communities. The monthly workshops reinforced the women’s leadership skills and knowl-
edge in mental and maternal health and child health. 

In their third and final year of funding, PBS plans to continue to support the “Women’s Circle” held in the communities of 
Cuilco and Quetzaltenango as well as the “Circle Leaders” held in San Juan Ostuncalco, Quetzaltenango. The meetings, workshops, 
and activities that will be held within each site will be dedicated to continuing to address the mental health and well-being of mar-
ginalized Maya women in Guatemala. 

Al Zahraa Society $7,000
Palestine

Al Zahraa (The Flower) Society is an organization that promotes women’s rights and empowerment. It is dedicated to providing 
psychological support to women who are survivors of sexual and domestic violence as well as to the women and children who have 

been displaced from their homes by war. Al Zahraa plans to help protect women 
and children from violence through supporting, empowering, and raising aware-
ness of important psychological, social, legal, and economic issues. 

This first year of funding from the Martín-Baró Fund will be used by Al 
Zahraa to implement group sessions and individual counseling with survivors. 
The program also plans to encourage women to attend awareness sessions that 
include (1) information and skills for starting an income-generating business; 
(2) civic knowledge; (3) life skills; (4) public health knowledge; and, (5) nutri-
tion information. Such courses for Palestinian women and children promote 
participatory educational processes that contribute to vulnerable populations’ 
self-empowerment.
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LAYLAC  $7,000
Palestine 

The Palestine Youth Action Center for Community Development (LAYLAC) 
is a youth action center for community development in Palestine. The youth sector 
has been systematically marginalized from the process of addressing many of the issues 
confronting Palestinian refugees. LAYLAC works to fill the gap of local government 
and local NGOs wherein the needs of youth are not being met. This organization 
mobilizes the youth sector and empowers it to advocate for its rights. 

LAYLAC organizes and executes educational programs for the children and youth 
of the community in the Dheisheh Camp. The workshops draw on the creative arts to 
facilitate processes through which children and youth learn about their community’s 
history, political culture, volunteerism, and Palestine’s political future. Throughout 
this first year of funding by the Martín-Baró Fund, LAYLAC seeks to have 15 to 25 
children be a part of bi-monthly workshops. Through the workshops, LAYLAC aims 
to create a safe place for Palestinian children and youth to be able to discuss present day social and political issues that affect them. 
LAYLAC’s goal is to provide tools for discussing and coping with mental health challenges as well as to create safe avenues for par-
ticipants’ expression of their concerns and desires.

COPERMA $7,000                                                                                                                    
Democratic Republic of Congo

COPERMA, the French acronym for Farmers’ and Breeders’ Community in the 
Cold Region, was once again funded by the MBF after previously being a grantee 
from 2012-2014. COPERMA has been working in rural communities in the region 
since 1983 with the goal to foster development and self-sufficiency within young 
mothers and survivors of sexual violence. Near-constant armed conflict in the 
region has contributed to large-scale sexual violence by soldiers, mainly against 
women.

With this new grant, two certified Congolese psychologists will train two female 
village elected community leaders in each of ten villages where COPERMA has an 
established presence, to act as urgent and available support for new and old cases 
of sexual violence.  These “listeners” will be trained in active listening skills and 
sensitized on sexual violence and stigmatization issues to be able to effectively hear 

and respond to survivors. They will also be trained in advocacy to assist in accompanying survivors to often overburdened healthcare 
facilities.

The project also features weekly group and individual counseling sessions.  Working in groups is believed to decrease survivor 
isolation and strengthen their perceived roles in the community. A vocational training component will also be part of the project, 
involving sewing, soap-making, and bread-making, to help integrate the survivor into the community both socially and financially, 
combatting stigmatization and ostracism which is common in Congolese communities.  COPERMA maintains that the ability to sup-
port oneself and one’s family is vital for community acceptance and thus the survivors’ quality of life and mental health. 
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Elliot Mishler, Professor of Social Psychology in the Depart-
ment of Psychiatry, Harvard Medical School and long-time 

Central America and greater Boston activist, died on 
March 21, 2018.  Over an active professional 
life that spanned 60 years, Elliot’s research 
and publications (65 scholarly articles 
and book chapters, and 8 books) about 
the social and community contexts 
of health and illness illustrate how 
social scientific work can contrib-
ute to making the world a better 
place. Elliot was one of the first 
to call for – and demonstrate 
how – to include patients’ voices 
as key to strengthening medical 
practice.  He is recognized as an 
innovator and leading theorist 
in the field of narrative stud-
ies, and was a mentor to many 
younger scholars and researchers, 
me among them. 

In the midst of an incredibly 
productive academic career Elliot was 
known to many at the Ignacio Martín-
Baró Fund for Mental Health and Human 
Rights most of all for the full and active 
political life that he shared with his partner, 
Vicky Steinitz.  Elliot and Vicky traveled to Chile and 
El Salvador to learn from and be in solidarity with liberation 
psychologists working to heal the wounds of state-sponsored 
terrorism. They were instrumental in responding with critical 
outrage to the assassination of Ignacio and his colleagues, their 
housekeeper and her daughter on November 16, 1989, demand-
ing accountability from the U.S. government for its involve-
ment in underwriting these among thousands of other gross vio-

lations of human rights in El Salvador. Elliot actively supported 
the publication of some of Ignacio’s writings in English (Writings 

for a Liberation Psychology: Ignacio Martín-Baró, edited 
by Adrianne Aron and Shawn Corne Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1996) and 
wrote the Foreword for the book.  

There is no way to enumerate the 
many ways in which Elliot and Vicky 
and their friends and family have 
supported the Fund by engaging 
with us in ongoing protests of 
U.S. policy in Latin America, 
attending fundraisers including 
our annual bowlathon at which 
they participated or cheered us 
on for nearly two decades, and 
helping plan and/or speaking 
at multiple educational events. 

Vicky and Elliot’s family extended 
this support in asking those who 

wanted to honor Elliot’s life and 
work to contribute to the MBF in his 

name.  Elliot and Vicky’s local politi-
cal work extended beyond the MBF to 

defense of welfare rights, activism to stop 
a dangerous bioweapons lab, and engagement 

in movements against war and militarism. Family 
reunions with children and grandchildren often took 

place at demonstrations for peace and justice.   

Elliot’s death nearly 30 years after Ignacio’s assassination 
marks the end of an era at the MBF.  We mourn the loss of a 
friend, a mentor, and a compañero, share our warmest wishes 
and support to his partner and family, and celebrate his multiple 
contributions to the lives of so many of us. ¡PRESENTE!

-M. Brinton Lykes, for the MBFund

Recognizing a Life Well-Lived: Elliot G. Mishler
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Check out our newly redesigned 
website at 

www.martinbarofund.org!

http://www.hup.harvard.edu/results-list.php?author=8067
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/results-list.php?author=1381
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/results-list.php?author=1636
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The first issue of our annual newsletter, The Just Word, was published in the 
spring of 1999. This was the beginning of a rich and significant tradition of ex-

tending the reach of the Martín-Baró Fund to English speaking audiences. Since the 
first publication, our newsletter has been able to bi-annually and then annually in-
form our dedicated and faithful members and all others of the work the Martín-Baró 
Fund. Specifically, we have written about our grantmaking and educational efforts 
as well as important topics related to mental health and human rights. These ac-
complishments continue to be made possible and are contingent upon our members' 
generous contributions. An essential component of each issue of our newsletter is 
the report about the projects with whom we collaborate who are awarded our grants; 
for twenty-nine years, the MBF has supported organizations around the world who 
demonstrate a critical commitment and dedication towards human rights issues and 
towards grounding their mental health interventions in realizing or improving social 
justice within their communities. Part of the Martín-Baró Fund mission is to foster 
psychological well-being, social consciousness, active resistance, and progressive so-
cial change in communities affected by institutional violence, repression, and social 
injustice. Year after year, our grantees exemplify this work and carry out projects 
that align with Ignacio Martín Baró’s liberation psychology. We dedicate this year’s 
newsletter to our members, our generous supporters and volunteers without whom 
we could not continue this work. We thank you for reading about our work year after 
year and for the support you continue to make. We invite you to join us in sustain-
ing this work by making a generous contribution in 2018. Contributions can be 
made on-line at: www.martinbarofund.org or by check made out to Peace Devel-
opment Fund and sent in the enclosed envelope.
.

The Just Word: Extending our Educational and Fundraising through the 
Printed Word

Martha Wendlandt
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Maria de Jesus

Editors’ note: This article is based on ideas presented by M.
Brinton Lykes, Ramsay Liem, and Maria de Jesus (Boston
College/Martín-Baró Fund), Maritza Montero (U. Central de
Venezuela), Tod S. Sloan (Psychologists for Social Responsibility),
and Bernardo Jiménez-Dominguez (U. de Guadalajara) in June
2002 at the meeting of The Society for the Psychological Study of
Social Issues (SPSSI) in Toronto, Canada. The panel offered an
opportunity to explore how psychologists in the Americas draw on
Martín-Baró’s legacy as we seek to understand and confront ter-
rorism.

Situating terrorism globally enables us to locate the
actions of September 11, 2001 within a wider context
and to analyze why these events occurred and some of the conditions that

gave rise to them.  Doing so neither excuses these horrific actions nor replaces

the processes of ‘post-trauma recovery’ for direct and indirect victims of 9/11

and their families.  Rather we draw on the legacy of Ignacio Martín-Baró to

explore our social position within a global community and to craft a broader

and more sustained response to multiple manifestations of terror in our world

today.

An Australian Aborigine described one possible set of connections across

North-South borders in this way:
If you have come to help me, you are wasting your time.  But if you have

come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work

together. (The Community Psychologist, 34(4), 29). In seeking to generate a cycle of nonviolence and peacemaking toward a

more just world, we continually search for connections born of shared needs

and to teach others about them.  Peoples in countries of the Southern hemi-

sphere, for example, describe experiences of enduring structures of violence

(e.g., poverty, illiteracy) that sow terror.  The Philippine-based Children’s

Rehabilitation Center works with youth whose families were killed when Manila’s

central garbage dump, where they were living, collapsed (see The Just Word,

Fall 2001).  Rather than offer economic support to accompany Filipinos in

their struggles for creating a better life, Bush’s war on terror has brought U.S.

Understanding Terrorism Through the Lens of Ignacio Martín-Baró’s

Liberation Psychology
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Supporting Community-based Activism for Mental Health and Human Rights

W
riting from war

torn El Salvador in

the 1980s, Ignacio

Martín-Baró, Salvadoran

social psychologist and Jesuit

priest, noted that psycholo-

gists are chal-

lenged to act as

socially responsi-

ble professionals

and as citizens

(Writings for a lib-

eration psychology.

Harvard University Press, 1994).  Our primary

task as psychologists is, thus, to accompany

those most marginalized from power and

resources as they develop a critical under-

standing of themselves, their history, and

their contemporary reality.  Through these

direct experiences with “the poor”, he argued,

psychologists would be positioned to de-ideol-

ogize a professionalized psychological knowl-

edge developed to sustain injustice and to collaborate in

building a “new society” and in creating a renewed psy-

chology.

In the 21st century, the President of the United States,

George W. Bush, and his administration have launched

pre-emptive wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and honed a

rhetoric of “war on terror” to justify these invasions, to

expand the powers of the presidency, to curtail civil liber-

ties, to deny detainees the protections afforded prisoners

of war by the Geneva Conventions and the UN

Convention Against Torture, and to generate fear in the

United States population and beyond. As members of the

Martín-Baró’s Legacy, Guantánamo, and a Challenge to Psychologists

Joan H. Liem & M. Brinton Lykes
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Supporting Community-based Activism for Mental Health and Human Rights

continued on page 2

It was a homecoming of sorts as I traveled to El
Salvador this past May to represent the Ignacio Martín-
Baró Fund for Mental Health and Human Rights at an

activity sponsored by CentroBartolomé de las Casas (CBC), oneof the fund’s grant recipients.CBC, located in San Salvador,works with local communities oneconomic, social, psychosocial,and spiritual development. TheMartín-Baró Fund has supportedCBC’s trauma healing project, acommunity-based interventionthat systematically addresses thesocial traumas experienced by thesurvivors of massacres and familiesof victims in the communities ofAracatao and Nueva Trinidad, inthe northeast region of thedepartment of Chalatenango. The area was one of the
major conflict zones during El Salvador’s 12 year civil war.
I witnessed the impact of these traumas on the population
when I lived and worked among them from 1999-2001.El Salvador’s civil war left its society deeply scarred.

From 1979 to 1991, the civil war that pitted Marxist
guerillas against government military took the lives of an

Centro Bartolomé de las Casas launches Museum of the Memory

Cynthia Kennedy

estimated 75,000 people, including Ignacio Martín-Baró
and his Jesuit companions. Thousands were disappeared
and a million people were displaced from their homes.Part of the U.S. backed Salvadorangovernment’s strategy was to defeatthe coalition of guerilla forcesknown as the Farabundo MartiNational Liberation Front (FMLN)by attacking and undermining thecivilian base population that sup-ported them. As a result, the com-munities in the northeast region ofChalatenango, including Arcataoand Nueva Trinidad, were targets ofmultiple massacres, atrocities, andhuman rights violations. TheUnited States provided $6 billion inaid to the Salvadoran governmentand military during over a decade of

fighting and gross violations of human rights. The war
ended only after a cease fire was brokered by the United
Nations.

CBC began to systematically address the scars inflicted
from the war in 2004. I had the opportunity to visit the
communities of Arcatao and Nueva Trinidad that year
when the psychosocial project was in its first phase and to
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Ignacio Martín-Baró Committee

Members recently had the opportuni-

ty to spend an evening with Peter

Muennig and Celina Su, leaders of

the Burmese Refugee Project, a

Martín-Baró Fund grantee.  With

slides and stories, they educated us

about the realities of Shan refugees

in Burma and Thailand.

T
he Burmese Refugee

Project works in north-

western Thailand with

approximately 100 ethnically

Shan refugees from Burma,

helping them gain access to

education, health care, and

legal services.  These services

are essential to the refugees’

quality of life and human rights,

otherwise denied to them by the

Burmese and Thai governments,

and are irrevocably intertwined

with the recent history of

Southeast Asia.

The Political Background

When Burma (now officially

Myanmar) gained independence

from the British in 1948, many

expected the country to be a

future world power.  It had a

strong educational infrastructure

and is rich in resources.  Almost as

soon as independence came, how-

ever, a military dictatorship

quashed hopes for democracy.  In

1962, matters grew worse as

General Ne Win abolished the

constitution and legal system, and

all political parties. 

During this time, the U.S.

began escalating its conflict in

Vietnam, and turned toward

neighboring countries to build

alliances.  Perhaps the strongest

local ally was Thailand, which

assisted the U.S. in its covert

operations in Laos and its sup-

port of Khmer Rouge leader,

Pol Pot.  Against this backdrop,

Burma, like many other

Southeast Asian countries,

faced complex ethnic and ideo-

logical civil wars.  One group

fighting the Burmese government

was the Shan, an ethnic popula-

tion living in a northern territory

bordering Thailand.

Martín-Baró Fund Support for the Burmese Refugee Project

by Celina Su (Burmese Refugee Project) and Ann Brian Murphy (Martín-Baró Fund)
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In recent months, as myimaginings of transcendentalcommuniqués with<Ignacio@heaven.com> become evermore urgent, as synagogues aretorched and Jewish children are

Yesterday’s Thoughts, Tomorrow’s Hope

Answers, and sometimes questions –questions that re-frame problems tomake them less daunting, and openpossibilities where none existedbefore. Ignacio, ten years dead,teaches me how to read today’snewspaper. 

Back when he was still a graduatestudent at the University of Chicago,working on a Master’s thesis that histeachers said outshone most doctoraldissertations, Ignacio had alreadybegun to look at violence – stateviolence, the scourge of LatinAmerica – as something havingprofound consequences for everybodyaffected by it: perpetrators, victims,witnesses. No one escapes itsinfluence. Nor is anybody’s encounterwith it wholly positive, or evenwholly negative! 
What?

Always attuned to thecomplexity of social phenomena,Ignacio avoided dichotomouscategories of good and bad, Themand Us, asking instead, “Good forwhom?” and “How does the benefitaccruing to one individual or groupaffect the attitudes, motivations, andbehaviors of others?” He could seethat the violence in El Salvador,while producing intense fear in itsprincipal targets, poor villagers, alsosent the urban rich, who were itsprincipal beneficiaries, scurrying tobarricade their children againstkidnappers. He could see that theNational Security State, both aspolicy and ideology, no matter howeconomically profitable for thebuyers, sellers, and wielders ofweapons, or politically advantageous

maimed and a mailman is shot todeath because he is Asian, and boyscelebrate Hitler’s birthday bymurdering their classmates, I leafthrough the writings of IgnacioMartín-Baró and find, not repliesexactly, but answers of sorts.
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