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Introduction

Across the Americas, truth commissions emerged from the wreckage of authoritarian
rule and civil war as instruments to clarify the past, honor victims, and help societies
move forward without erasing what came before. This book explores why and how
these bodies took shape in specific national contexts, what they discovered about
patterns of state and non-state violence, and what legacies they left in law, culture,
and everyday life. It situates truth commissions within the broader toolkit of
transitional justice—alongside criminal prosecutions, reparations, institutional reforms,
and memorialization—while emphasizing their distinctive capacity to generate a
shared, public record of harm.

The comparative lens adopted here highlights both family resemblances and stubborn
differences. Argentina’s CONADEP, Chile’s Rettig and Valech Commissions, and
Guatemala’s CEH anchor the analysis, allowing us to examine contrasting mandates,
political constraints, and methodological choices. Around them, a wider constellation
of experiences—from Peru and El Salvador to Brazil, Paraguay, Colombia, Haiti, and
Uruguay—reveals how timing, power balances, and social mobilization shape what
truth commissions can and cannot do. By reading these processes together, we gain a
clearer sense of the conditions that enable rigorous fact-finding, the obstacles that
blunt their impact, and the unexpected pathways by which their findings reverberate
years later.

Methods matter. Testimonial evidence, forensic anthropology, and the opening of
secret archives have each transformed what societies know about the past.
Exhumations recover not only remains but also stories, kinship ties, and cultural
practices disrupted by terror. Archival discoveries reconstruct command structures
and chains of responsibility. Survivor testimony, when ethically gathered and
supported, re-centers those who endured violence and challenges official denials. Yet
methods carry risks: retraumatization, selective visibility for certain victims, and
political backlash against perceived partisanship. This book traces how commissions
navigated these dilemmas and how civil society organizations extended, corrected, or
contested their approaches.

Truth alone does not deliver justice. Legal accountability has unfolded unevenly in the
region—advancing through domestic courts, faltering under amnesty laws, and
occasionally reviving through constitutional change or regional human rights
jurisprudence. The relationship between a commission’s final report and subsequent
prosecutions is neither automatic nor linear. In some cases, reports catalyzed
landmark trials; in others, they served as reference points for memory work amid
stalled legal reforms. We examine the legal architectures that enable or inhibit
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prosecutions, the creative strategies victims and advocates employed to reopen
cases, and the ongoing debates over punishment, forgiveness, and the time horizons
of justice.

Memory work is the bridge between past and future. Museums, monuments, memorial
days, school curricula, art, and community rituals translate the findings of
commissions into the textures of public life. But memory is political. Competing
narratives vie for recognition, and official commemoration can coexist with denial,
nostalgia for authoritarian order, or fatigue with the burdens of history. This book
explores how communities—especially Indigenous peoples, Afro-descendant
populations, women, and youth—have crafted their own memorial practices,
sometimes in tension with state-led efforts. It also considers how digital technologies,
grassroots archives, and transnational networks reshape the struggle over who gets to
define the past.

At the heart of transitional justice lies a human question: how do individuals and
communities heal? Truth commissions can contribute to psychosocial repair by
validating suffering, naming patterns of abuse, and recommending services and
reforms. They can also fall short if participation feels extractive or if recommendations
languish. We examine programs that linked truth-seeking to mental health support,
economic reparations, and community-led ceremonies, as well as the ethical
responsibilities of researchers, journalists, and policymakers who work with survivors’
stories.

Finally, the book revisits the contested ideal of reconciliation. Rather than a single
endpoint, reconciliation here is treated as an ongoing practice of coexistence under
democratic rules—a commitment to non-repetition, equal dignity, and the accountable
use of power. The closing chapters distill lessons on commission design, inclusive
participation, and implementation: how to craft mandates that balance breadth with
depth; protect witnesses; integrate gender and cultural perspectives; build
transparent data systems; and ensure that recommendations translate into policy. By
drawing on successes and failures across the Americas, the study offers a pragmatic,
hopeful, and realistic account of what truth commissions can achieve—and what
additional work remains—to advance memory, justice, and a more durable peace.
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CHAPTER ONE: Transitional Justice in the Americas:
Concepts, Tensions, and Trajectories

Transitional justice arrived in the Americas not as a polished import but as a
patchwork of urgent experiments stitched together by survivors, lawyers, activists,
and cautious officials. It grew from the wreckage of long nights and louder lies, from
places where people learned to whisper the names of the disappeared so the walls
would not overhear. In country after country, the collapse or retreat of authoritarian
rule left behind more than rubble and reams of files: it left a stubborn silence that
courts alone could not break. People wanted facts that felt like anchors, not slogans,
and they wanted them in time to matter. Out of this need, commissions were born as
temporary bodies with permanent consequences, tasked with asking what happened,
who did it, and why anyone should believe the answers. They stepped into rooms thick
with fear, grief, and the unruly mathematics of memory, where one victim is one too
many and every number has a face that refuses to fade.

The notion that truth could be an instrument of change was not obvious, and it still is
not. For generations, official histories had been written by decree, inked in ministries
that treated memory as a nuisance best filed away. To speak of transitional justice in
this region is to speak of a counter-archive assembled by people who risked becoming
statistics. It is also to speak of a vocabulary that shifted over time, borrowing from law
and philosophy, psychology and religion, yet never quite settling into a single dialect
that everyone could speak. Terms like reconciliation, accountability, and healing
entered public debate with heavy baggage, worn smooth by repetition but never
innocent. They promised movement beyond violence while often masking the gears of
politics that kept turning long after the generals left or the guerrillas laid down their
arms.

Transitions in the Americas rarely followed a script. Some countries saw generals yield
to elections with a shrug, as if swapping fatigues for suits solved the deeper problem
of who got to decide what was true. Others staggered through pacts that traded
silence for stability, leaving prosecutors to navigate minefields built by amnesty laws
and convenient[][]. A few places burned slowly for decades, with violence changing
uniforms and slogans while the same communities paid the price. In each setting,
transitional justice had to contend with calendars that did not align: the calendar of
memory, which stretches across generations; the calendar of justice, which moves in
fits and starts; and the calendar of politics, which runs on the short legs of campaigns
and headlines. Commissions were asked to stand at the intersection of all three
without tripping.
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The idea of truth itself proved slippery. There was the truth of events, with dates and
locations and bodies that could be counted, and then there was the truth of causes,
which spread like water into every crack in society. There was the truth that survivors
carried in their bodies, in flinches and silences, and the truth that perpetrators tried to
bury under paperwork and euphemism. Commissions were meant to sift these layers
without pretending that one was more noble than the other. In practice, they often
found that facts, once unearthed, did not sit quietly on shelves. They leapt into
courtrooms and classrooms, into family arguments and national debates, refusing to
stay where they were told to stay. This restlessness made them useful and dangerous
in equal measure.

Legal accountability formed one pole of the transitional justice compass, and truth
commissions the other, with a wide space in between where compromises were
struck. Courts demanded proof that could survive cross-examination, while
commissions could admit testimony that felt true even when documents had been lost
or destroyed. Prosecutors worried about contaminating evidence, while commissioners
worried about leaving people voiceless. The tension was not merely technical but
ethical, touching on who gets to define harm and who gets to decide when it is time to
move on. In the Americas, this tug-of-war played out against backgrounds of weak
institutions and strong memories, where the law often arrived late but rarely arrived
empty-handed.

Reparations sat somewhere between law and love, trying to translate suffering into
something that could be touched or used or lived with. They were not meant to be
bribes for forgetting but acknowledgments that pain had costs beyond the moment it
was inflicted. In some countries, payments and services arrived in packages tied to
official apologies, while in others they crept in through side doors, attached to health
programs or housing schemes that did not bear the name reparations but carried the
same intent. The unevenness of these efforts taught early lessons about dignity: that
it is easier to promise than to deliver, and easier to deliver in cities than in mountains
and forests where the state is a rumor.

Memorialization became the public face of all this work, turning reports into stones
and names into places where people could stand without being asked to whisper.
Monuments rose in careful debates, and museums learned to display fragments of
clothing and photographs without reducing lives to evidence. Days of remembrance
anchored calendars, and school curricula began to shift, though not always as far or as
fast as reformers hoped. Memory, it turned out, was not a noun but a verb, something
people did with their hands and voices, not just their heads. Commissions fed this
work by producing records that could be quoted and contested, turning archives into
arenas.

Healing entered the conversation with a quieter voice, hesitant to promise cures for
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wounds that refused to close. Psychosocial support programs tried to couple truth with
care, recognizing that learning what happened to a loved one is not the same as
learning to live with that knowledge. Truth commissions were not clinics, but they
could open doors to clinics, and they could validate the idea that suffering deserved
attention beyond headlines. At their best, they made space for rituals that stitched
communities back together, not with thread but with time, patience, and the
acknowledgment that healing has its own geography and weather.

Reconciliation hovered at the edge of every discussion like a relative who shows up at
parties uninvited but refuses to leave. It meant different things to different people: for
some, it was a handshake between enemies; for others, it was a guarantee that the
violence would not be repeated; for still others, it was simply the ability to share a
street without fear. Truth commissions were asked to foster it without forcing it, a
delicate balance that required more listening than directing. The word carried risks, of
course, since it could be used to rush people past anger before anger had done its
clarifying work. But it also carried hope, and in settings where hope was scarce, that
counted for something.

The American experience with transitional justice is deeply comparative, even when
scholars or officials treat it as exceptional. Countries borrowed ideas across borders,
sometimes through formal networks and sometimes through rumor and intuition. A
legal argument won in one capital could echo in another years later, carried by
lawyers who read transcripts like travel guides. A commission’s methodological choice,
such as holding public hearings or protecting anonymity, became a reference point
elsewhere, studied for its benefits and its bruises. This circulation of practices helped
to create a regional repertoire, a shared set of tools that could be adapted but never
simply copied, since each society carried its own wounds and wisdom.

Patterns emerged across cases, not because violence followed a template but because
power did. Disappearances, torture, and forced displacement recurred like refrains,
punctuated by moments of bureaucratic cruelty and chaotic brutality. States built
machines of repression that logged names and numbers, then struggled to hide what
they had recorded. Civil society learned to count in parallel, assembling lists and maps
that would later serve as evidence and as memorials. Gender shaped harm in ways
that commissions initially overlooked, and Indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities faced forms of violence that blended old hierarchies with new weapons.
These patterns informed the design of commissions and the framing of their
mandates, though not always quickly enough to satisfy those waiting for recognition.

Timing mattered as much as content. Some commissions were born in the euphoria of
transition, when crowds could still fill plazas with demands for truth. Others were
delayed until elites decided that silence was costing more than honesty. A few were
established while wars continued, forcing them to walk a tightrope between
documentation and politics, knowing that today’s findings could be tomorrow’s
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weapons. The lifespan of a commission often had little to do with the lifespan of the
problems it studied, creating mismatches between recommendations and
opportunities. Yet even delayed commissions could unlock doors, especially when
paired with new leadership or pressure from courts and streets.

Mandates were both shields and maps. They told commissions what they could look at
and how far they could go, sometimes protecting them from mission creep and
sometimes clipping their wings before they took flight. Some mandates were narrow
by design, focusing on disappearances or torture to avoid political blowback, while
others cast wide nets, capturing economic crimes and social complicities. The choice
shaped what truths would be visible and which would remain in the shadows. It also
shaped the relationship with civil society, which often pushed for broader mandates
while governments sought narrower ones, creating a dance of pressure and
concession.

Powers determined whether commissions could pry open archives or only request
them politely. In some countries, they had subpoena authority and the ability to
compel testimony; in others, they relied on moral suasion and the hope that shame
would work where law could not. The difference showed up in the richness of reports
and the credibility of findings. Where commissions could cross-check documents
against testimony, they built sturdy narratives; where they could not, they produced
softer chronicles that required trust as a supplement. Yet even limited commissions
could shift the landscape by naming names and patterns, forcing deniers into awkward
corners.

Independence was another variable, often discussed and inconsistently practiced.
Appointment processes could be political, and budgets could be hostage to legislative
moods, yet some commissions carved out space to speak plainly by sheltering
themselves in technical language and careful process. Staff choices made a
difference, bringing in historians, anthropologists, and lawyers who could translate
between worlds. International advisers sometimes helped and sometimes hindered,
bringing standards and comparisons that did not always fit local textures.
Independence was less a binary condition than a fragile balance that commissions
maintained through daily decisions about whom to meet and what to risk.

Participation determined whether transitional justice felt like something done to
people or with them. Public hearings could dignify suffering by turning private pain
into public record, but they could also retraumatize or expose witnesses to backlash.
Some commissions prioritized confidentiality, creating spaces where testimony could
be given without fear of immediate consequence. Others experimented with regional
hearings, traveling to reach people who could not travel to capital cities. These
choices shaped who entered the historical record and who remained a footnote, a
matter of no small importance to those who had waited years to be heard.
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Gender integration was one of the hardest lessons learned slowly. Early commissions
often treated women as secondary victims or as a category separate from the main
narrative, missing patterns of sexual violence and the roles women played as
defenders and organizers. Over time, methodologies improved, as did awareness of
how power operated in homes and on streets. Yet gaps remained, and the fight to
make commissions see fully persisted, carried forward by women’s groups that
insisted on frameworks that captured the complexity of their experiences. This
evolution showed that truth-seeking was not a one-time fix but an ongoing practice of
correction.

Cultural sensitivity was another axis of growth. In countries with strong Indigenous and
Afro-descendant communities, truth commissions had to navigate concepts of justice
and memory that did not always map onto Western legal categories. Some
commissions adapted, incorporating oral histories and collective testimony; others
struggled, defaulting to methods that felt extractive. Language barriers, spiritual
frameworks, and differing notions of time complicated timelines and translations.
These tensions revealed that transitional justice could itself be a site of colonial habits,
even when intentions were good, and that learning to listen across difference required
more than goodwill.

The role of archives evolved from dusty afterthoughts to central evidence. As
commissions requested files and officials released them under pressure, the
geography of truth expanded. Electronic databases began to replace card indexes,
and forensic anthropology labs produced data that could be cross-referenced with
testimony. Yet archives were never neutral: they preserved some traces and erased
others, reflected the priorities of their creators, and could be manipulated long after
they were closed. Commissions learned to read archives critically, asking not only
what was recorded but what was missing and why.

Forensic truth added weight to testimonial truth, especially in cases where families
had waited decades for remains. Exhumations provided proof of death where denial
had thrived, and they allowed burials that honored cultural and religious practices. Yet
they also raised ethical questions about who should speak for the dead and how
communities should be involved. The sight of forensic teams at work could be both
comforting and unsettling, a reminder that the past was not settled but actively
excavated, layer by layer.

Media coverage shaped what commissions could achieve. Reports that landed with a
thud in one country might spark investigations in another, carried by journalists who
translated legal prose into stories that readers could feel. Television hearings could
turn commissioners into minor celebrities or punchlines, depending on the political
weather. Social media added new complexity, allowing survivors to share fragments of
testimony instantly and creating feedback loops that commissions could not fully
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control. The visibility of truth became a factor in its power, for better and worse.

International law provided both a floor and a scaffold. Treaties and conventions set
standards that commissions could cite, and regional courts offered venues for appeals
when domestic systems stalled. The shadow of international scrutiny could encourage
governments to act, or it could provoke backlash from those who framed truth-seeking
as foreign interference. The interplay between local and international justice produced
hybrids that were neither fully domestic nor fully imported, reflecting the messy reality
of change in an interconnected hemisphere.

The politics of truth were never far beneath the surface. Commissions were
established, funded, and sometimes dismantled by the same political winds they
sought to analyze. This did not make their work meaningless, but it did make it
contingent, requiring constant negotiation between what was right and what was
possible. Some commissioners spoke openly about the compromises they made to
keep the doors open, while others insisted on purity and paid the price in influence.
The spectrum of choices produced a spectrum of outcomes, with no single formula for
success.

Economic constraints shaped possibilities as much as political ones. Commissioners
needed offices, translators, security, and analysts, all of which cost money that could
be spent elsewhere. Budgets signaled how seriously transitions were being taken, and
shortfalls could limit everything from staff diversity to the number of exhumations that
could be funded. Wealthier nations were not immune to these pressures, and even
well-funded commissions faced trade-offs between breadth and depth, between
covering a wide period and doing justice to a narrow one.

Civil society was often the engine that kept commissions moving. Human rights
groups, victim associations, and community networks pushed mandates outward,
monitored processes, and defended findings when they came under attack. They also
provided logistical support, from arranging transportation for witnesses to compiling
databases that mirrored official efforts. This partnership was not always smooth, since
activists and officials often disagreed about priorities and pacing, but it created a kind
of checks and balances that improved outcomes. Trust was the currency of this
relationship, and it had to be earned and re-earned.

The public impact of a commission could not be predicted from its report alone. Some
reports gathered dust while others became bestsellers, read aloud in community
meetings and quoted in courtrooms. The difference often lay in timing, framing, and
the availability of channels to keep the conversation alive. Follow-up mechanisms,
official apologies, and educational campaigns helped to embed findings in daily life,
but their absence did not always diminish long-term influence, as civil society could
find new ways to circulate truths that officials ignored.
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Time tested truths as much as it revealed them. Years after reports were published,
new evidence could emerge, or new courts could reopen old debates. What seemed
settled in one decade could become contested in the next, as political tides shifted
and young people asked new questions. Truth commissions produced snapshots, not
final portraits, and their legacy depended on the willingness of later generations to
keep looking at the picture and adjusting the frame.

The Americas offered a laboratory for all of this, with enough variation to challenge
simple theories and enough commonality to build useful comparisons. Authoritarian
rule and mass violence had cast long shadows, but so had creativity, courage, and
persistence. Truth commissions were imperfect tools wielded by imperfect people, yet
they managed to create records that outlasted denial and to open spaces where
healing could begin. Their stories, like the stories they documented, were complicated,
contradictory, and human.

By examining concepts, tensions, and trajectories, this chapter sets the stage for
deeper dives into specific countries and commissions. It does not try to reduce the
work of transitional justice to a checklist but instead shows how choices in design,
method, and politics shaped what truth could do in practice. The chapters that follow
take these lessons into the field, where the abstract meets the concrete and where the
past refuses to stay buried. In that movement from idea to experience, the real work
of justice, memory, and reconciliation continues.
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