DEMOCRACY AND ELECTIONS
IN GUATEMALA

STEFANIE RICARDA ROOS

If democracy and open elections are repressed by a mixture of intimidation,
death squads and military coups for several decades and then, all of a sud-
den, there is an open election, would one expect a large and enthusiastic turn-
out? There were strong turnouts in Russia and Eastern Europe, but not in
Guatemala. It is a complex issue, drawing on fundamental problems of illiter-
acy and limited communication in indigenous and rural areas and continuing
violence by the Army and the guerrilla movement. There is also continuing
suspicion of reprisal, in part because of the Mayan tradition of collective vot-
ing, a tradition of boycotting previous demonstration elections and a complex
field of nearly 20 candidates and parties.

Elections per se do not have a democratizing effect, and the recent elections
in Guatemala did not establish democracy. However, they have supported
and fostered the process of political democratization in this Central American
country, and have been a decisive factor in Guatemala’s transition to repre-
sentative democracy. On November 12, 1995, general elections were held in
Guatemala. In these so-called “Elections of the Century,” Guatemalans had to
choose the president and vice-president of the republic, 80 congressional dep-
uties, the heads of 300 municipalities and 20 representatives to the Central
American Parliament. The election was only the third since formal constitu-
tional rule was restored in Guatemala a decade ago, following a particularly
violent and repressive period of military rule. The vote was believed in ad-
vance to mark the first time in more than 40 years that people would cast
ballots in elections whose outcome had not been predetermined.

In 1986, the first civilian government was installed in Guatemala. This event
was considered to have triggered a process of political democratization that
has continued until today. The modalities of the 1985 transition to nominally
civilian rule had only little predictive power with regard to the future of de-
mocracy in this Central American country. By way of contrast, a study of the
characteristics of the recent elections, which have been held within the con-
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text of an ongoing peace process after 10 years of supposedly democratic gov-
ernment, might be much more suited for a prognosis.

This paper analyzes the implications of the general elections for the process
of political democratization in Guatemala. Have the elections been a signifi-
cant factor in the democratization process? Did they help Guatemala in its
efforts to make a successful transition from a conflict-ridden past to demo-
cratic governance? Did they have a democratizing effect, thereby encouraging
fundamental democratic changes? Or, were they yet another “demonstration
election,” which was held to appease the international community in order to
receive necessary economic support from abroad? What are the chances that
the democratic experimentation will succeed? These questions are considered
through the study of political and social science and legal literature, as well as
through my experiences as an election observer' and interviews with political
leaders, officials, groups and citizens.

History

The November elections were held in the context of a complex and mani-
fold process of political democratization. To appreciate the significance of the
transitional step this chronically unstable nation found itself about to take,
one must recall the unhappy story of Guatemala’s political past.? The political
history of this Central American country is the history of military rule, state
repression, political instability and violence. It can roughly be divided into
five phases: three centuries of Spanish colonial domination beginning in 1524,
national independence under brutal dictators before 1944, the reformist “De-
cade of Spring” up to 1954, 30 years of repressive military government, and
finally the democratization process beginning in 1985.

From 1944-1954, Guatemala experienced “una breve primavera democrati-
ca,” a short first democratic spring,* which lasted only 10 years. During this
period of progressive, democratic rule of reformist presidents Juan José Arévalo
and Jacobo Arbenz, a “wave of democracy” swept through Guatemala. Indig-
enous people obtained a right to vote. Political parties were legalized and
many new parties developed. Labor unions organized, and a reformist alli-
ance of military officers, students, professionals, businessmen and politicians
was formed. In 1947, a new labor code was passed that guaranteed, inter alia,
the right to unionize and strike, the right to a 48 hour work week, and the
right of agricultural workers to unionize on plantations.

President Arévalo’s reform program gave high priority to the democratiza-
tion of Guatemalan politics. Under his presidency, “local political autonomy,
established by the constitution of 1945, gave the first opportunity for lessons
in political participation.”® In addition, the human rights situation improved
significantly as did the living conditions for the poor.

Arbenz, who was elected president in 1950, launched extensive economic
and social reforms. His social welfare program included the construction of
schools and hospitals, far-reaching immunization and literacy campaigns,
broad-based land reform and the public expropriation and redistribution of
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land to indigenous peoples.’ Arbenz also encouraged militant trade unionism,
appointed communists ta his cabinet and began a systematic campaign against
foreign investment in Guatemala.

In 1954, the Decade of Spring came to a bitter end. Following the CIA-
backed military coup of July 1954, President Jacobo Arbenz Guzman, known
popularly as “el soldado del pueblo” (the people’s soldier),” was overthrown
and forced into exile. Since then, real political participation has been denied
to the majority of the mainly indigenous population. Almost all aspects of
political life in Guatemala have been dominated by the military, the right wing,
and death squads. Left-wing, and even centrist, political parties and trade
unions were violently suppressed after 1954.2 The military coup set the stage
for Latin America’s longest and the region’s last remaining civil war. “The
exclusion of left-wing opposition forces from
legal politics encouraged a guerrilla movement
which had its origins in a division within the oy
armed forces in 1960.”° In 1962, the Fuerzas Ar- A brutal m||IfCII'y
madas Rebeldes (Rebel Armed Forces, EAR), Gua- campqign
temala’s first revolutionary political military .
organization, was established. agamsf the

In the 1970s, Guatemala experienced a revo- guen'i"q
lutionary upsurge. Two guerrilla organizations,
the Organizaciéngdel Puel;o;: en Armas (Organiza- movement
tion of the People in Arms, ORPA) and the Ejer- rasulted in
cito Guerrillero de los Pobres (Guerrilla Army of .
the Poor, EGP) were formed. Mass demonstra- massive human
tions and radicalization of popular organizations righis violations
increased. Between 1978-1985, the height of the .
army’s counterinsurgency war, a brutal military targeted against
campaign against the guerrilla movement and  tha indigenous
social organizations resulted in massive human
rights violations that were predominantly tar- peoples.
geted against the indigenous peoples of the
highlands. In generally accepted rough figures,
more than 100,000 Guatemalans were killed, 30,000 disappeared (presumed
dead), over one million were uprooted from their homes, and entire villages
were razed. The guerrilla movement’s areas of civilian support were nearly
entirely devastated.

On August 8, 1983, de facto military President General Efrain Rios Montt
was removed in another internal coup and replaced with Defense Minister
General Oscar Humberto Mejfa Victores. Montt’s successor promised democ-
racy and installed a series of reforms, such as the creation of an 88-seat Con-
stituent Assembly. Following the drafting of a new constitution, electoral law
and a new law of habeas corpus, an election characterized as “free and open”
by international observers was held on November 3, 1985. The election of the
Christian Democrat Vinico Cerezo, “was a serious disappointment to those
hoping for a diminished military role in the country’s politics. The president
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was unable to assert civilian authority or make progress in curtailing abuses
of human rights.”*

In 1991, Jorge Serrano Elias of the center-right Movimiento de Accién Solidar-
ia (Solidarity Action Movement, MAS) was surprisingly elected president. This
event marked the first peaceful transfer of power between elected civilians in
four decades. In the same year, UN-mediated peace negotiations between the
Guatemalan government and the insurgent Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Gua-
temalteca (Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity, URNG)—as of 1996
Central America’s only active guerrilla group—began. So far, major agree-
ments on a range of critical issues have been signed." However, issues remain
to be negotiated.

On June 5, 1993, the Guatemalan Congress designated Ramiro de Ledn
Carpio, a former human rights ombudsman, as transitional president, follow-
ing a failed attempt at an autogolpe (selfcoup) by Elias. This event at first marked
a turning point in Guatemala’s political evolution, leading to a newfound as-
sertiveness amongst “civil society,” the country’s congress, and the press. Public
support for the new Government’s reformist agenda, did, however, soon fade,
as levels of violence and criminality rose, and national trends in human rights
abuses did not improve.

As a result of the peace talks between the military, the government and the
URNG, a United Nations’ Mission for the Verification of Human Rights in
Guatemala (MINUGUA) was launched in November 1994, with the dual tasks
of monitoring human rights and strengthening protective bodies. 1?

Regional and Global Democratization Contexts

The democratic development in Guatemala must be seen within the con-
text of regional and global democratization. In the past 10 years, a host of
dictatorships have collapsed all over the world, making transitions to demo-
cratic governance possible. Latin American Cold War concerns that U.S. inter-
vention will occur have diminished, and joint intergovernmental agreements
for peace, democracy, and development have developed. In June 1991, the
Organization of American States General Assembly affirmed “that there is no
goal more important or more vital to the national interests of all the states in
the hemisphere than support for democracy.”® The organization’s goals were
demonstrated in May 1993 in its quick and effective response to then-Presi-
dent Serrano’s autogolpe threat.*

Although various analysts have attested Guatemala’s return to democracy
since Cerezo’s election in 1985, “electing a figurehead with scant power”
does not create a democracy.’® The past three civilian governments were only
a facade for the de facto rule of the military and the traditional economic elite.
They all soon realized the severe limitations imposed on their government by
the powerful alliance of business interests, landowners and generals. Accord-
ing to political commentator Miguel Angel Albizures, “the power behind the
throne has been the army and Chambers of Agriculture, Commerce, Industry,
and Finance (CACIF), and without their consent, the civilian [presidents] don’t
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do anything, are not capable of making their own decisions, even if they ar-
rive with broad popular support.””” What happened in Guatemala in the past,
has, therefore, not really been determined by the elected civilian politicians.

The conditions that favor and are a crucial point on the continuum of dem-
ocratic development are numerous. “The requirements of political democracy
cannot be isolated from other important factors in the life of a country [but]
support for democratization processes must go much further.”® This paper
will focus on those political conditions necessary to achieve a successful de-
mocracy, which are most closely related to the electoral process.

Establishment, Activation and Energization of a Strong Civil Society

The institutions of civil society stand between the individual and the state.
They are “something quite distinct from the state,”? in so far as they provide
an important check on government by maintaining government accountabili-
ty. And, they stand above the individual in that
they support individual development by pro-
tecting personal freedom and serving “as Suffrage is not
schools for citizenship.”?® Through them, the .
average citizens can }Zcquire ”clgar, practical onIy an inherent
ideas about the nature of their [civic] dutiesand  ¢jvil righ‘l‘ vested
the extent of their rights.”? .

The process of democratization cannot suc- in each
ceed and democracy cannot be maintained with-  Guatemalan
out the strong support of responsible citizens. ore
Civic responsibility, however, presupposes citizen, but a
knowledge about civil rights and obligations.  ejvic
According to the social contract theory adopted o one
in this paper, which was shared by many phi- Fesponsibility.
losophers, most notably Thomas Hobbes, John
Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a political
community, i.e. the state, is built on a voluntary association governed by a
social contract.”

Voting is one, if not the principal, civil right in a democratic society based
on a representative system of governance. A citizen is, however, not only a
rights-bearer: suffrage is not only an inherent civil right vested in each Guate-
malan citizen by virtue of his or her citizenship, but a civic responsibility. The
particular rights and duties of the citizen in relation to his or her own govern-
ment are established by municipal law. In Guatemala, they are enumerated in
the country’s constitution as well as in the electoral law.? Article 136 of the
Guatemalan Constitution of 1986 lists the political duties and rights of citi-
zens.

Article 12, Book I of Guatemala’s electoral law states: El voto es un derecho y
un deber civico inherente a la ciudadania.?* In this context, “civic duty” cannot be
equated with legal obligation, however. Guatemalan law explicitly provides
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that nobody can be compelled to vote. Nadie podrd, says Article 13, directa o
indirectamente, obligarlos a votar.®

Voting is a necessary duty for a democratic social and political organiza-
tion in the form of representative governance to be realized. A representative
democracy—just like any other democratic system—depends on citizens who
are endowed with a civic consciousness, and who are capable of participating
in democratic political processes, i.e. both “men and women with a grasp of
the skills of governing and the willingness to use them in the public service,”?
and citizens who fulfill their responsibility to endow those who govern and
administrate with the necessary power.

Given that civic democracy presupposes participatory democrats, voting
can be taken as an indication of democratic citizenship. Measured against this
requirement, Guatemala’s citizenry looks very weak. The elections of both
President Cerezo in 1986 and President Serrano in 1991 were relatively fair
and free of fraud. Their credibility, however, was seriously undermined by
the high rate of abstention. In the January 6, 1991, run-off presidential elec-
tions, only 45 percent of the registered electorate voted. Running a country
with only the slim support of its constituency creates a serious problem for
the legitimization of civilian rule. Abstentionism by those Guatemalans who
still feel the deep alienation towards a political system that has excluded them
for decades makes it easier for the reactionaries to win power. The process of
democratization in Guatemala can only succeed if real power is contested with-
in the electoral arena, which requires that voter apathy is actively overcome.

Secondly, for Guatemala and any other developing country to transform to
democracy, the creation of a civic consciousness is essential. Encouraging peo-
ple to vote is a must to achieve this goal. The importance of high voter partic-
ipation for the process of political democratization has been emphasized by a
member of the Assembly of Civil Society (ASC) in Guatemala. In response to
an appeal from Jorge Gonzilez del Valle, the presidential candidate for the
new popular movement party, to abstain from voting in the second round of
the presidential election, Lorena Robles said:

I think it would be insane for us to advocate abstention after all our
work to create a civic consciousness. Perhaps we will encourage
people to vote “No”—that is, to turn in a blank or destroyed ballot,
which is like a rejection—but not to abstain totally. The important
thing is that the people participate, because we are trying to open
up this space of civic participation for the future. With abstention-
ism, we would just be going back to where we were before, and
people would not be learning to play a role in the political life of
the country.”

Popular political participation was violently suppressed in Guatemala in
the past 40 years. In an environment hostile to popular rule, the possibility to
acquire the skills necessary to the free enjoyment of citizenship and the per-
formance of one’s civil duties was denied to the majority of the population.
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Political expressions, such as the organization of labor unions, student and
women’s groups, and peaceful political oppositions have been violently sup-
pressed by the state, the military and the economic elite. Under such circum-
stances, civic consciousness could not develop. Worse, it gave way to civic
paralysis.

“We carry a culture of terror inside,” explains Helen Mack, the sister of the
killed anthropologist Myrna Mack, “which makes it hard to make decisions.
We have become accustomed to not thinking.”? In this atmosphere of apathy
and fear, Guatemalan civil society gradually disappeared. Strong democratic
parties and interest groups of a mature civil society are still lacking.

Civic Education by Civil Society Institutions and Groups

For the electoral process to strengthen democratic development, a coun-
try’s citizenry must be informed about their civic right to be elected and both
their right and duty to vote. Civil society plays an important role in creating
civic consciousness. The electoral process signals a historic new phase with
regard to civil society in Guatemala in that it has strongly encouraged civil
society institutions to perform their role of non-partisan civic educators.

Until the last elections, popular movement groups, human rights organiza-
tions and other components of the civil sector, such as the University Students
Association (AEU), boycotted the elections and called upon the people to ab-
stain from voting. They saw little reason to support elections in a political
system dominated by the military and right-wing politicians and did not want
to reinforce and legitimize an authoritarian regime that ignored the needs and
interests of the majority of the population. Instead of mediating relationships
between citizens and the government, they further alienated the individual
from the system. Representative democracy in Guatemala did, therefore, until
now only exist in the law.

In the 1995 elections, all sectors of civil society appealed for citizens to
vote. In a wide array of election promotion activities and voter education ef-
forts, various human rights organizations and other civil groups, such as the
Centre for Legal Rights and Human Action, the Myrna Mack Foundation, the
Catholic Church, the Rigoberta Menchii Foundation and the press have held
orientation seminars, distributed pamphlets and published election material
in order to inform voters as to the “who, what, when, where and how”? of
registration and voting. They did inform the public about why it is important
for them to vote, “and what guarantees are in place to protect their right to
participate confidently in the process.”*

The Center for Electoral Promotion and Assistance (CAPEL) designed a
voter registration and motivation campaign using radio, posters, local forums
and community based training to reach rural populations. In addition, the
private sector started a national campaign to promote popular participation
in the electoral system. Their campaign pursued mainly three goals: to in-
struct Guatemalans in the voting process; to point out the long-term impact of
the elections; and to create confidence in the people that changes in Guatema-
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la’s social, economic and political system should not be brought about by armed
conflict, but rather by constitutional means—mainly through elections.

Considering short-term results, it seems that CAPEL only partly achieved
its goals. Given the powerful structural roots of civic paralysis and political
indifference in Guatemala, it is simply not possible to change the mindset of
thus-far politically excluded people over night. “Not thinking,” said Guate-
malan Helen Mack, “was a defensive reaction, that allowed people to suffer
the worst years of what many call ‘the long night.” And now it is a hard habit
to break.”! It is too early, however, to assess the long-term impact of endeav-
ors to get out the vote. At any rate, it was a creditable attempt to prepare the
citizens of Guatemala to take part in their future, which can hardly have been
in vain.

Civic Education by International Organizations

Another important aspect with regard to the activation of civil society and
the critical question of citizen participation was the effort made by interna-
tional organizations in the course of the electoral process to support and
strengthen popular movement groups, and encourage them to take part in the
elections.

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has
played an important but nonpartisan role in improving voter participation.
Through its Democracy program, USAID has promoted a number of both civ-
ic organizations and public institutions that were promoting popular partici-
pation in the elections, including CAPEL, the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (TSE),
and the National Democratic Institute (NDI), as well as a number of local
non-governmental organizations (NGOs).3?

The electoral support of the USAID with regard to civil education included
“disseminating party platforms and candidates positions, holding public can-
didate debates, and encouraging women and indigenous groups to partici-
pate in the electoral process.”®® Their program “has been directed at all
segments of society, but especially the traditionally disenfranchised, includ-
ing the indigenous population, women and youth.”* Further USAID-spon-
sored election support activities included training of polling station workers
for personnel of the (TSE) to instruct the pollworkers in the proper manage-
ment of voting tables, as well as of political party pollwatchers and local elec-
tion promoters.

In addition, USAID supported local NGOs to carry out innovative civic/
voter education and information activities, such as “a variety of community-
level educational events, e.g., candidates debates and mock elections,” and
the “production of voter motivation materials and programs in Spanish and
Mayan languages through print and radio.”*®

Mobilizing the previously-ignored and marginalized majority of the popu-
lation to vote in their own interests represents not only a significant broaden-
ing of the Guatemalan political process, but also re-activates, energizes, and
strengthens civil society. The joint effort of institutions, as well as the activi-
ties of other both national and international groups with regard to the elector-
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al process, have strengthened and promoted civic education, and, thereby,
contributed to the development of mature citizens and a virile civil society in
Guatemala.

Civil Society, Support of Democratic Institutions and the Electoral Process

A political democratic system can only be both developed and sustained if
“autonomous intermediate groups—based on class, occupation, region, ethnicity,
religion, etc.”* exist that can “provide the basis for the limitation of state power,
hence for the control of the state by society, and hence for democratic political
institutions as the most effective means of exercising that control.”?”

Guatemala still lacks effective democratic institutions. This is mainly due
to remaining security concerns that had been engendered by the armed con-
flict, and fruitless efforts to bring military and public security bodies under
the control of the civilian authorities. The electoral process has, however, of-
fered a limited opportunity for Guatemalans to strengthen their democratic
institutions, e.g. by the support of NGOs and a free press.

The Guatemalan media enjoy a fair measure of independence, and the gov-
ernment does not control the press. The leading newspapers—Prensa Libre and
La Repilblica—do, however, both come under pressure to show the govern-
ment and army in a good light. According to Dixe Wills of the Solidaridad
Cristiana Internacional, “the cult of the fafero—journalists who are paid to write
glowing reports about the government, army, etc.—is well established in Gua-
temala.”38

Hence, the media’s ability to monitor and strengthen institutional democ-
racy by serving as a check on corruption and abuse of the government is lim-
ited at best. The Guatemalan media did, however, play an important role in
civic education with regard to the democratization process in general and the
elections in particular, and they continue to do so. Permanent coverage of and
information on both technical and substantial issues of the electoral process,
as well as various editorials on questions such as how to strengthen democra-
cy in Guatemala, contributed to the educational efforts of Civil Society by
other NGOs.

The Peace Process and Assembly of Civil Society (ASC):
Congquista de la Sociedad Civil

Any thorough study of the electoral process and its implications for demo-
cratic development in Guatemala must also make reference to the ongoing
peace process. “The peace and electoral process,” commented Otto Zeisig, a
member of the Executive Committee of the new popular movement party,
FDNG, “cannot be separated. They must be looked at in the same context.”3?

To attribute increased assertiveness of civil society in Guatemala to the elec-
tions only would mean to neglect the equally, if not more important, contribu-
tion of the ongoing peace process to the activation and energization thereof.
On January 10, 1994, the government of Guatemala, the army and the URNG
signed a framework agreement for the resumption of the negotiating process
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which introduced important changes with regard to the strengthening of civil
society. The accord proposed the creation of an Assembly of Civil Society
(ASC) “with the mandate to facilitate the negotiations by promoting consen-
sus among the various sectors of the civil society on a number of key issues of
the negotiation agenda.”*

So far, the Assembly has put forward the following five topics to the nego-
tiating table: the issue of displaced people, identity and rights of indigenous
people, the socio-economic and agrarian problem, civil power, and constitu-
tional reforms and improvement in the justice system. These are the most
serious problems that Guatemalan society currently has to face. “The forma-
tion of the Assembly,” comments a member of the ASC, “is a conquest of civil
society, which gave the popular sector an important political voice.” ! Through
the ASC, the peace process has encouraged the different groups within each
sectar of civil society to organize and work together in a unified way, and
come to consensus in the documents they pre-
sented to the other sectors.

The electoral By developing greater cohesion on the part
of civil society, the ASC has paved the way for
process has the Frente Democritico Nueva Guatemala (Demo-
been supporied cratic Front for a New Guatemala, FDNG), the
. country’s newly created popular movement
by and in turn group. The ASC has enabled civil organizations
sU ppoﬂ'ed the and groups to gain experiences that contribut-
ed to and were crucial for the successful forma-
peace process. tion of the new party.? Many representatives
The two are and candidates of the FDNG come from the
ASC. Having formulated their interests and de-
mands through their participation in the ASC,
many sectors felt that they had to participate in
the formation of the new popular movement
party, to keep informed of what they were planning, to make sure that the
proposed platform would include their demands, and to see that their people
were represented on the proposed slates of candidates.

Robles, who also represents the women’s sector within the ASC, explained
their decision to join the FDNG in an interview with Report on Guatemala: “[The
popular movement women—Mayan women, unionists, university students,
and so on, we felt that if we didn’t join the Front, we wouldn’t be able to
build on all the work we had done in the Assembly.”*® Many of the leaders of
the women’s sector have been chosen as candidates by the Front, some of
whom are recognized on a national level, such as Rosalina Tuyuc, and Nineth
Montenegro.

All of this shows that the electoral process has been supported by and in
turn supported the peace process. The two are interdependent and mutually
reinforcing: with members of the new popular movement party now repre-
sented in Congress, they are “in a position to complement the ASC as effec-

interdependent.
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tive advocates for the peace process, which remains the key to determining
Guatemala’s future as a democratic nation.”#

In sum, the electoral process has contributed to further develop, activate
and energize Guatemalan civil society. It fostered contacts among citizen
groups, as well as between the civil organizations and individuals. Both the
growth and strengthening of NGOs, as well as their increased involvement in
civic education and the establishment of democratic institutions, are a power-
ful factor for democratization in Guatemala.

Decentralization of Power

In countries led by very strong states, or—as is the case in Guatemala—by
powerful interest groups behind the scenes, political democratization also re-
quires decentralization of power, i.e., the creation of genuine communal and
regional centers of government. Decentralization supports improved gover-
nance by aiming to render elected bodies and officials more accountable to
civil society, and to make government more responsible to the people’s needs.
It is a means to bring the individual citizen closer to the political centers of
decision-making, thus giving civil society more control.

The importance of strong local governments and institutions for popular
participation in rule has been emphasized by Hurst Hannum:

Where political power has become concentrated in a large, central-
ized state government, even regular democratic elections may not
be particularly meaningful to the individual voter who sees his sin-
gle ballot as one large empty gesture among millions. Returning
power to the local or regional level is one way of increasing real
and perceived participation in the political process.*

Through decentralization, the participation of communities is strengthened.
It makes the local constituency feel more integrated into the political system,
which, in its term, will have a strong legitimizing effect. The recognition that
democratic development requires a strengthening of subnational or city gov-
ernments and the establishment of decentralized management through local
institutions dates back to de Tocqueville.#

Formal decentralization alone is not sufficient—local institutions and gov-
ernments must be representative of their constituency. In spite of frequent
municipal elections, the majority of the Guatemalan population did not feel
that the local political system was responsive to their interests and needs.
“When the Ladinos [people of Spanish ancestry] were in power,” said Pedro
Iboy Chiroy, a 30-year-old schoolteacher from Solold who became the first
elected indigenous mayor of his hometown since the Spanish conquest, “they
only decided things in their interests—for their 15 percent. The other 85 per-
cent did not exist.” Guatemala, says a study by Minority Rights Group Inter-
national, is “a Ladino state which offers [indigenous people] nothing but abuses
and second-class citizenship.”¥
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For decades, military rulers and national political parties have in-
stalled Ladinos as mayors and council members in rural towns cru-
cial to their national power bases. In many other cases, they
nominated Indians whom they controlled, hoping to lure indige-
nous votes to the national parties. The result has been years of ra-
cial apartheid and discrimination against the people of the 23 tribes
that primarily populate the rural highlands and urban slums.*

The November 12 municipal elections turned out to be an historic event
with regard to the strengthening of local governments. In many cities and
villages, such as Solold and Quetzaltenango, indigenous mayors took office
for the first time in over 450 years. “I don’t see this as a personal victory, but
as a victory for the community,” assured Iboy Chiroy, who promised to con-
sult and work closely with the counsel of his elders.®®

“For us, electing one of our own means more rights,” said Caterina Tzaj
Chox, 30, one of Iboy’s constituents. “Rights to better education for our chil-
dren and a better quality of life for our people.”>® According to Mario Minera
of the Center for Legal Rights Action in Guatemala City, “The different phe-
nomenon of this election is that these officials truly represent the interests of
the Maya, not only the interests of the Ladino.”*

By allowing the participation of independent indigenous civic committees
for the first time, the local constituency gained new trust in municipal author-
ities. Being confident, or at least hopeful, that independent indigenous may-
ors will be responsive to their basic interests and needs, many Guatemalans
were willing to entrust power to the local government by means of participat-
ing in the elections. Due to higher voter participation and a positive approval
of the new authorities, the legitimacy of many local governments strength-
ened.

Development and Cultivation of Democratic Political Culture

For its process of political democratization to succeed, Guatemala must
develop a real democratic political culture, i.e. “a national culture that, by
tolerating diversity and preferring accommodation, is already implicitly dem-
ocratic.”®? From this definition, we can derive one of the main characteristics
of democratic political culture, namely nonviolent contestation by resort to
constitutional means, such as party formation and fair political competition,
popular participation through elections and a free press.

Despite 10 years of peaceful transition to power, Guatemala still lacks cul-
tural notions essential to democracy. This is not surprising in view of the coun-
try’s anti-democratic history. With barely one decade of democratic rule, and
the recent history of democratization which has been marred by the domina-
tion of the army over political life, governmental corruption, and a coup at-
tempt in 1993, Guatemala could not yet develop a democratic tradition that
could lead the country through transition.

Cultural attitudes essential for democratization and democracy evolve grad-
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ually and their development requires patience and a permanent practice. “There
are countries such as the United States,” said De Leén Carpio, “that are ap-
proximately 200 years ahead of us in democratic processes.™

Democratic culture implies that unsuccessful candidates honor the election
result as the valid decision of the voters. “[D]efeated candidates,” said Guate-
malan ex-President Ramiro De Leén Carpio, in a news conference the day
after election, “should accept their disappointment . . . rather than complain-
ing of irregularities.”> It goes without saying, that this is true if irregularities
actually exist.

Integration of the Guerillas Into the Political System

As a consequence of the exclusion of left-wing opposition forces from legal
politics in the late 1950s, many of those who were dissatisfied with the eco-
nomic, social and political situation in Guatemala resorted to extraconstitu-
tional means. Most worthy of note, in this context, are the activities of the
insurgent URNG.

Provoked by the direction that Guatemala was taking following the un-
democratic termination of the Decade of Spring, the insurgents saw recourse
to arms as the only way to solve the problems
of the poor and marginalized. The guerrilla war y
played its part in provoking a great repression Guatemala’s
against organized groups and large parts of the rabe] army was

opulation, challenging the government throu
D ence FreTes & legally banned

The recent elections led to a significant de-  from
velopment of democratic political culture as far . . . .
as the role of the leftist guerrillas is concerned. participati ng in
Contrary to the March 1994 elections in El Sal- the November
vador in which the former insurgent movement .
participated for the first time as a legitimate ~€lections.
political party,® Guatemala’s rebel army was
legally banned from participating in the Novem-
ber elections. The URNG is an illegal organization, and it “is likely to remain
so until the final peace agreement is signed, although it has been surprisingly
well received by the political community and the public. In a poll published
in early March [of the past year] by the La Repiiblica newspaper, 56 percent of
the 384 respondents said it would be a good thing if the guerrillas took part in
the elections and 19 percent said they would vote for them.”

Despite the fact that they could not actively participate in the elections, the
URNG, for the first time in over 30 years, openly advocated full participation
of Guatemalans in the electoral process. In an effort to encourage its support-
ers to vote, the guerrillas “ran a series of paid events in the newspapers and
took the unprecedented step of broadcasting its own television advertise-
ment.”¥” Another promotive means of the rebel organization was the URNG’s
staged occupations of towns and villages.®




110 THE FLETCHER FORUM Winter/Spring 1997

Encouraged by the electoral process and the relative victory of the newly
created popular movement party, Commander Rolando Morédn announced in
a meeting with military officers in Oslo in early February, “that the . . . Gua-
temalan National Revolutionary Unity will join the Democratic Front for a
New Guatemala (FDNG), because this is the right way to join democracy.”®
A similar declaration has been made by Rodrigo Asturias—leader of ORPA,
one of the four member organizations of the URNG. Earlier this year, Asturias
stated emphatically that the guerrillas are determined to join the legal politi-
cal process:*® “The most important thing now is to build a political force that
can take over when we put down the weapons.”®
The significance of an insurgent movement

o ege calling the population to operate within rather

The SImelcance than outside the constitutional framework, and

of an insurgeni deciding to join a legitimate political party,

. should not be underestimated. It meant their

movement support for democratic institutions and respect

calling the for cultural notions favorable to democratization,

. but above all their decision “to integrate into le-

population to gality.”s? “It is encouraging,” said Guatemalan

operate within Defense Minister Julio Balconi, “because they are

N no longer thinking about armed confrontation,

the constitution  instead they are thinking of joining political life,

should not be which should not be seen as a weakness, but as

a different stage in the country’s struggle.”®®

underestimated. The future of the URNG is, however, directly

linked to the success of the peace process and

the signing of a final peace agreement, which is

expected to convert the URNG from a military force to a legitimate political

party. So far, the URNG is not willing to put down its weapons and replace

them with peaceful, democratic means. “The old power structures in Guate-

mala have not changed,” said Rodrigo Asturias in early February, “and, for
the time being, we need to keep our military might in reserve.”®

As a result of the country’s repressive regime, popular participation by
means of elections became the reserved domain of an elitist minority in Gua-
temala. The country still falls substantially short of the definitional standards
of electoral, representative democracy. The recent elections did, however, lead
to important changes in this respect, i.e. the electoral process had a real, al-
though limited, democratizing effect with regard to popular participation in
rule by means of elections. To analyze and evaluate these changes, it is first
necessary to look at what is required for elections to be a significant vehicle
for democratization.

Popular participation in politics and government through elections can only
really and meaningfully be democratized if the elections themselves are dem-
ocratic, so as to enable the people to effectively exercise their political rights.%
The degree to which the electoral process is democratic varies from case to
case, depending on the state of the country’s democratization process.® Hence,
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the factors essential to free and fair elections cannot be defined too narrowly.
Rather, their democratic character should be accepted if minimum standards
are met. This raises the question of what exactly constitutes a democratic elec-
tion. A list of criteria that defines a democratic election can be gathered from
human rights instruments and the United Nations practice in monitoring elec-
tions.” In regard to the particular situation in Guatemala, freedom to orga-
nize and join political parties, right to participate in elections as an independent
candidate and be elected to office, fair electoral laws, right to participate in
elections without coercion or intimidation, absence of electoral fraud, and
supervision by an independent council not tied to any party, faction or indi-
vidual® are most significant.

Until the recent elections, the political reality in Guatemala has severely
limited this possibility, both because of state repression, a de facto rule by the
military and business group, and the attitudes of the ruling elite: the right to
organize and join political parties was only exercised in Guatemala by those
individuals and groups who conformed to the center-right or right-wing po-
litical system. For the past 40 years, the Guatemalan state applied war tactics
to alternate political candidates and parties. Any attempt to challenge or op-
pose the political leaders has immediately been sanctioned by non-legal, vio-
lent means: individuals who have tried to put forward alternative parties have
either been killed or expelled, forcing many of them to continue their lives in
exile. The existing political parties have, therefore, been contaminated by the
interests of the powerful elite, whereas any alternative voice has been nipped
in the bud. Thus, for the past 40 years, a coalitional opposition body, trying to
fight the government in a unified way, has been absent from the Guatemalan
political scene.

After three decades of boycotting the electoral process, the political left
decided last year to form a legal political party to participate in the Novem-
ber elections as a legitimate opposition to the established right. On July 1,
1995, they publicly announced the formation of FDNG. The participation of
the Frente in the electoral process marked a historic event. The Frente “is a
multisectoral coalition of grassroots civic organizations, democratic popular
movement groups, independent political figures, Mayan organizations, campesi-
no groups, human rights groups, student groups, women’s organizations, ci-
vilian activists and the former Partido Revolucionario (PR).”* For forty years,
Guatemala’s indigenous population had politically been muzzled. “[T]he in-
digenous majority has always had to rely upon political parties that have
marginalized its existence, and has never had its own political party through
which it could articulate its own unique perspective and special needs.””

Although it is not a party for Indios only, the FDNG provides the marginal-
ized majority of the population an institution to raise their voice by means of
elections: “The indigenous vote,” said the Guatemalan Nobel Peace Prize win-
ner Rigoberta Menchdi, “is a strong force that will make radical changes in the
country in the future. As indigenous people they will vote against racism,
repression, intimidation and marginalization.””!

The internal dynamism of the FDNG must be seen as a positive develop-
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ment of Guatemala’s process of political democratization in general, and the
country’s political culture in particular. The Frente offers popular sector groups
a place where they can formulate a common political language, as is now
expressed in their platform, and it serves as a political school to develop tol-
erance, dialogue and consensus. This is so, because given the diverse interests
of the groups included in the party, and their different backgrounds, formu-
lating a common policy necessarily requires compromise achieved through
the above-mentioned techniques. “We are satisfied,” commented FDNG Exec-
utive Committee Member Otto Zeisig shortly before the elections, “with the
cohesion that we have already achieved.””

“It was really the changes in society,” explains a representative of the FDNG,
“which have made it possible for the Frente to run, rather than any perceived
changes in the electoral law. First, the guerrillas opened up space which was
then further expanded by the popular movement groups such as UNSITRA-
GUA and CONIC and CUC, until it became “acceptable’ for the Frente to par-
ticipate in the elections.””

The FDNG was able to run in the November elections, because it associat-
ed with PR—an established party which had already been accredited and able
to field candidates. The electoral law of Guatemala does not make any restric-
tions with regard to the electoral rights of political parties due to their politi-
cal tendencies.” The Frente’s “jumping onto the back” of the PR ticket was
rather necessary, because they did not organize early enough to get accredita-
tion as a party detached from any already established group.” This tactic was
highly disputed and led certain groups to refrain from joining the FDNG.

The principles and objectives of the FONG illustrate both the variety of
interests and sectors represented in the new party, as well as their strong
support for the democratization process. Their principles and objectives in-
clude real and functional democracy, pluralism and multiculturalism, respect
for indigenous peoples, gender equality, honesty and political frankness, sup-
port for organized political participation, creation of political options, promo-
tion for the legitimate claims of the historically marginalized, and support for
monitoring by the international community.” However, beyond its lack of
electoral experience and the party’s varied origins, the FDNG had major ob-
stacles to face.

Lack of Financial Resources

First of all, the Frente lacked the financial resources necessary to establish a
party profile and to reach those Guatemalans long alienated from their coun-
try’s political process. The Guatemalan daily La Repiiblica has estimated the
costs for a presidential candidate to conduct an effective campaign at a mini-
mum of $ 350,000.77 This, or any amount close to it, was impossible to be
raised by the FDNG, given its short existence and the party’s support base. Its
lack of financial resources disadvantaged the party with respect to traditional
campaigning parties and techniques, but Zeizig emphasizes that the human
resources of Frente and alternative campaigning techniques are great.”® Since
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their campaign materials were scarce, and the FDNG tried to reach particular-
ly the rural, largely illiterate population, the party’s approach to carry its
message to the voters was mainly by means of a ‘'word of mouth’ campaign.

Media Access

De lege, Guatemalan law grants equal access to the media for all parties
regardless of their political background. In reality, however, given the new
popular movement party’s lack of financial resources, the Frente had hardly
any access to TV, radio or press. This created an especially big disadvantage
in the urban centers for the FDNG, where most people have access to the
media, and where the literacy rate lies far above that in the countryside.” In
addition, members of the FDNG accused the media of unequally covering the
election campaigns of the various parties. “News about the FDNG are only
released, when one of our members is kidnapped or hurt,” said Zeisig in a
meeting with a U.S. civilian election observer delegation prior to the Novem-
ber elections. “Other than that, we have hardly any access to the media.”
Given what we have said about the “cult of the fafero”—the pressure of the
media to show the government and army in a good light—this is not surpris-
ing.

The Electorate’s Lack of Experience and Indifference

In spite of the wide range of voter education efforts mentioned earlier, pro-
motion of electoral participation proved to be difficult, and, considered in the
short run, too little. In a country where 23 languages are spoken, where the
population remains largely unorganized, and where participation in elections
is viewed by the majority of the population as irrelevant to their lives, an
education program is only a first step, and its success cannot be measured in
absolute terms.

“The central problem,” observes David Loeb from Report on Guatemala, “is
the deep alienation felt by most Guatemalans towards a political system that
has excluded them for decades. Along with voter apathy this system has bred
political parties that lack discernible principles and merely jockey for posi-
tion, making and breaking alliances based on short-term self-interest, and of-
fering candidacies on their electoral slates to the highest bidders.”®! Given
that it seeks its support mainly among those who have long rejected the sys-
tem, the FDNG is the party which suffered the most from this “powerful struc-
tural roots of abstention.”%?

Success Despite Difficulties

Despite the difficulties and obstacles in the electoral campaign, the FDNG
came in fourth in the presidential balloting, gaining 7.7 percent of the national
vote® and six seats in the legislative assembly. Among the popular movement
leaders who won seats in Congress were Nineth Montenegro of the Mutual
Support Group (GAM), Rosalina Tuyuc of National Coordination of Widows
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(CONAVIGUA), and Amilcar Méndez of the Council of Ethnic Communities
“We Are All Equal” (CER]).

With their active participation in the electoral process, the civic groups have
moved beyond pure opposition towards the challenge of shaping the demo-
cratic future of their country. “We rejected the political process before, be-
cause it never responded to the needs of the people,” said Tuyuc, 39, one of
the two new national deputies from the Frente. “But we understood that it
was necessary to fight within the system.”® And a colleague of hers, repre-
senting the party in Cobédn, Alta Verapaz, added: “We built the Frente, be-
cause we are tired of demonstrations, tired of what we have been doing for so
many decades, namely shouting and screaming in front of the palacio (Presi-
dential Palace). Now is the time for us to make our voice be heard from with-
in the town-halls and the Congress.”%

Strengthening of Congress

The recent elections, one can argue, have contributed to the development
and reactivation of the parliament. A recent example of this is the ratification
by Congress of the International Labor Organization’s (ILO) 1989 Convention
169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples. The treaty had been approved by the
legislative assembly, in spite of pressure from CACIF, which had asked Con-
gress not to ratify the agreement as “it could be misinterpreted and be used to
justify the land invasions.”®

Having spent one month as congresswoman in the new parliament, Tuyuc
summarized her experiences as follows: “[My] first month in the legislature
has been spent learning how to play the game and disabusing fellow deputies
from some racist notions . . . They think we’re all so naive. They’d come to us
and say, 'Here, support this because it will help your people,” whether it was
true or not,”¥ Tuyuc said. “But we know well how to defend our positions.
We know how to hold on to our votes.”®® In sum, the formation and success
of the Frente Democritico Nueva Guatemala has been a significant contribution
to the strengthening of party pluralism and diversity in Guatemala.

Right to Participate in the Elections as an Independent Candidate
and to be Elected to Office

In Guatemala, the civic right of access to public service was in the past
nearly exclusively reserved to ladinos. The indigenous majority of the country
was shut off from both local and national politics, as well as public service
offices. “Given that indigenous Guatemalans make up at least 60 percent of
the population . . . they remain grossly underrepresented in government.”®

“There have always been a few Indian mayors,” said Richard Adams, a
retired anthropology professor from the University of Texas who is writing a
book on Guatemala’s ethnic history, “but most were clunkers, guys easily
bought out by other interests.”*® In Quetzaltenango, Guatemala’s second larg-
est city, an indigenous candidate won the municipal elections for the first
time. Equally surprising was the victory of Chiroy in Solol4. “Until the elec-
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tion of Iboy Chiroy as mayor, the majority indigenous residents of Solold had
gone nearly 500 years without one of their own running the show.”*!

Before elections in the past, mayoral candidates had to represent a regis-
tered national party.” Indigenous people could seek election only as repre-
sentatives of the established political parties that have not responded to their
needs.”® New electoral rules adopted prior to the 1995 elections introduced
important changes in this regard. On the municipal level, the reformed law
allowed Indian descendants to run as independent candidates and Comites
Civicos (civic committees) to participate for the
first time.

The change in the electoral law was reflected
in the outcome of the municipal elections. Of the Of ih.e .300
total of 300 municipal councils contested on No-  Municipal
ven;?er 12, about flO felected ir.ld.igenous may-  ~auncils
ors.** Independent indigenous civic committees,

“which promise not to be beholden to estab- contested on
lished political parties,”*® but which were given

technical support by popular movement orga- November 12,
nizations—the same ones helping the FDNG cdbout 40 elected
nationally—during the elections, won 21 may- ., .

oralties.”® The FDNG did not run candidates on indigenous

the local level, “choosing to support indepen- mayors.

dent committees who would be their natural

allies,” explains Lew MacDonald who works in

Guatemala City for the English Section of the Guatemalan news agency CERI-
GUA. “This official separation afforded local candidates, who are much more
vulnerable than national candidates, a measure of safety from being branded
the guerrilla sympathizer as was the case with the FDNG nationally.”"

Although only a small number of independent indigenous candidates won
the municipal elections, their electoral success “has given optimism to a peo-
ple long shut out of Guatemalan politics.” *® “This election shattered the major
political parties’ control over the mayors and towns,” said Richard Adams. “It
signals a huge change in the dynamics of Guatemalan politics.”*

Equal Opportunity and Freedom to Vote: High Abstentionism
Due to Lack of Fair Electoral Law?

The elections were marked by a high rate of abstentionism. Of the 3.7 mil-
lion registered Guatemalans, 53.5 percent did not cast a ballot. The voter turn-
out was higher than for the 1994 national elections, but lower than for the first
round of elections in November 1990. In the presidential runoff on January
7, 1996, only 37 percent of the electorate voted. One possible contribution to
abstentionism is the shortcomings of the electoral law.

The requirement to register for the elections is a process that is hard for
many citizens to follow. Some 3.68 million Guatemalans were registered to
vote in the elections. Twenty-nine percent of the voting-age population of ap-
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proximately 5.6 million are still not on the electoral roll.’®* The Supreme Elec-
toral Tribunal rejected pleas to extend the registration date beyond August
12, 1995, as being unconstitutional.’® Efforts to register new voters had been
hindered by lack of government support—such as a refusal to create mobile
registration units—and the difficulty and expense of obtaining necessary iden-
tification documents. '® The latter created a particular problem for citizens
who live in remote rural areas, as well as for returning refugees and Guate-
malans who were internally displaced during the civil war. “It is hoped,” says
the recent report by the UN human rights mission, MINUGUA, “that this
problem will be solved in part by the Law on the Personal Documentation of
the Uprooted Population, promulgated on 25 November 1995.”1*

In addition to registration difficulties, the Guatemalan electorate had to
choose from 19 presidential candidates representing 23 parties—more candi-
dates and parties than ever before. What might look at first sight as a positive

development and welcome opening of the po-
litical system actually turned out to contribute
The Guatemalan to the high rate of absentionism. In a commen-

tary published in the periodical La Repiiblica,
electorate had to Guatemalan journalist Gonzalo Marroquin G.

choose from 19 suggests changing the electoral law to exclude

. . the participation of parties and candidates that

preSIdenhaI do not show they are at least somehow repre-

candidates sentative to avoid “that scrupulous politicians

. and pseudo-candidates can opt for the presiden-

represenhng 23 cy which contribute nothing else but confu-

: sion.”1® However, limiting parties and

pClﬂ'leS. candidates based on their presumed lack of in-

terest is too dangerous a proposition in Guate-
mala’s exclusionist historical context.

Another reason for the high rate of abstention was an infrastructural obsta-
cle to voting, particularly in rural areas where 60 percent of the total popula-
tion lives. In accordance with Guatemalan electoral law, polling booths were
set up only in municipal capitals. Given the geographical conditions of Guate-
mala, much of the rural population living in outlying hamlets or on large
fincas (farms) had to travel up to 46 hours to vote.

According to members of the FDNG, the government of Guatemala had
been offered 10 million quetzal ($1.71 million) from the European Union to
provide public transportation on election day. President de Leén Carpio, how-
ever, rejected the money, “citing the government’s need to remain neutral”%
in the electoral process.

This created two major problems with participation and fairness of the elec-
toral process. First, it was impossible for many people from the villages to
participate in the elections. Given that it was harvest season, the farm work-
ers would have lost two important days of work and income, which they could
not afford. Second, the traditional parties used the government’s decision to
their advantage, offering free rides to the polling stations during which they
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distributed not only campaign flyers and stickers with the picture of their
candidate, but also food, drinks, T-shirts, and in some cases even money gifts.
Given that most of the people dependent on these rides were poor, uninformed
and illiterate, the tactics described can be very influential.

Critics, including members of the FDNG, condemned the government’s re-
jection of the financial aid, which in their opinion illustrated that the present
government did not play a neutral role in the elections. The critics saw the
government’s decision as a well-considered political move to suppress popu-
lar participation, especially of prospective voters for the FDNG, who mainly
lived far from the electoral polls. To prevent similar problems in the future,
the electoral law should be changed so that polling booths would be placed at
the disposal of hamlets, farms and small towns.!”” “We want this change for
the year 2000,” said a member of the FDNG. “Bring polling to the people and
not the people to the polls.”’%

Draft amendments to the Law of 5 April 1994 on Elections and Political
Parties are currently being considered, and their progress is monitored by
MINUGUA. These amendments “refer to measures that could increase citizen
participation and remove obstacles . . . to the proper exercise of political rights,”
says the Mission’s last report. “The draft creates a single personal identity
document, issued by the Supreme Electoral Tribunal; broadens the Tribunal’s
powers to carry out voter registration and public information activities; and
increases the number of polling stations, ‘taking into account the criterion of
population concentration and distance’.”1%®

Right to Participate in Elections without Coercion or Intimidation
and an Environment Conducive to Free Exercise of Democratic Rights

The election campaign in Guatemala prior to the November 12 vote has
been unusually peaceful, “with the 19 [presidential] candidates circulating
freely around the country and filling the airwaves with political advertise-
ments.”™ “According to [European Union] electoral observer mission,” says
the most recent report by the Human Rights Mission in Guatemala, “the elec-
tions took place in an atmosphere of normality. MINUGUA received no com-
plaints of violations of specifically political rights, although acts of violence
against individuals involved in political activity were noted during the elec-
tion campaign.”*!!

Shortly before the November 12 elections, isolated, in part deadly attacks
on party activists, including death threats written in part on army letterhead,
and minor electoral violence was reported. For example, CAP representative
Artulio Castillo was killed, and National Centrist Union congressperson Foil-
an Villatoro was ambushed and shot while driving to an election rally in Ja-
caltenango, Huehetenango province.!?

The run-up to the January 7, 1996, presidential elections was not free of
violence either. According to the representative for human rights in Guatema-
la, Mario Garcfa Laguardia, four political and union leaders were shot dead
shortly before the elections.'® “Two leaders of the leftist New Guatemala
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Democratic Front, as well as a leader of a retired teachers union and taxi
drivers union were ‘brutally assassinated’ ahead of the election,” Garcia La-
guardia said.!™ He blames this violence on those groups for the violence that
are “against the democratization, who are more comfortable with authoritar-
ian regimes and . . . [who] want to return to them.”'®®

The actual election days were remarkably free of violence or intimidation,
as both the army and guerillas were for the most part quiet. What commenta-
tors have called “a welcome mutual discipline,”!!® can mainly be ascribed to
the Contadora Declaration. The proclamation was signed on August 22, 1995,
by the UNRG with the Government Peace Commission (COPAZ) and repre-
sentatives of major political parties at the Central American Parliament’s (PAR-
LACEN) IV Conference of Political Parties in Panama. The URNG undertook
to accept a unilateral cease-fire during the electoral period (November 1-13,
1995) the first truce in 34 years of civil war. In addition, the agreement prom-
ises respect for the security of candidates, party activists, electoral officials
and observers during the election campaign.

The guerrillas have, in fact, adhered to the cease-fire, which expired No-
vember 13, 1995. They also suspended unilateral hostilities from December
24, 1995-January 8, 1996, the period of the run-off for the presidential elec-
tions.

The rare occasions of direct intimidation both during the electoral process
and on election day itself does not mean, however, that the November elec-
tions were free. The adverse effects of the ongoing civil war inevitably influ-
enced the electoral process. In the presence of armed conflict with repeated
and serious human rights violations, which created a climate of generalized
violence and public uncertainty, the conduct of elections cannot be genuinely
free. In addition, various targeted intimidating factors due to “sophisticated”
interference with the electoral process by both the state, the military and the
economic elite, mainly by means of a black campaign against the new popular
movement party, had the effect of discouraging political participation.

Support for Human Rights

Respect for and protection of fundamental human rights, as enumerated in
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the two International Covenants,'’
and as incorporated into the Guatemalan Constitution,’® are critical to free
and fair elections.” Guatemala has one of the hemisphere’s worst histories of
political violence and the worst human rights record in the region. “In Guate-
mala,” said Raul Morina, a member of the Planning Committee of the FDNG,
in an interview with election observers, “the human rights situation is a night-
mare.”' According to a recent report of MINUGUA, repeated and serious
human rights violations continue to occur in the country. Most of them are
due to “state agents or groups connected to the state, or were the result of the
state failing in its duty to ensure its citizens” security.”’?! Abuses are, howev-
er, also attributable to the guerrillas.

The main cause of human rights violations in Guatemala is the country’s
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“culture of impunity,” resulting from a weak and ineffective judicial system.
Investigation and legal sanctioning of the human rights abuses continues to
be the exception rather than the rule, especially when military and police per-
sonnel are involved. “Continuing impunity has prevented the punishment of
those responsible and has increased the public’s lack of confidence in the ad-
ministration of justice,” the report says.’? “This failure is fundamentally a
government responsibility.”'?

The most basic political rights, such as freedom of opinion, freedom of ex-
pression and information, political freedom, and freedom of assembly and
association, all of which are crucial to popular political participation, are hardly
any better protected now than they have been since the 1954 coup.’* Death
threats and attacks against students, peasant and union leaders and their fam-
jlies abound. Journalists are threatened!® and sometimes murdered, and hu-
man rights workers are still very much in the firing line. Phone lines are
routinely tapped, and the army has admitted
that they do so if they think it necessary. With . .
this sort of climate, it is difficult, if not impossi- Inveshgohon and
ble, to say that Guatemala is a country where Ty
civil liberties are respected. legal scmchomng

In addition, according to the Catholic ~Of human rights
Church’s 1995 human rights report, “the mili- .
tary continued to arm paramilitary groups, abuses continues
which ‘maintain a climate of terror’ in poor ru- 10 be the
ral communities inhabited for the most part by fi
Mayan Indians.”'?6 The report also accused the exception rather
Guatemalan police “of conducting ‘social cleans-  than the rule,
ing’ campaigns in which dozens of alleged crim- .
inals were killed execution-style.” especmlly when

One of the most tragic examples of indirect police and

intimidation by the military is the recent massa- oye
cre of Xamén, which was “one of the worst mlll'l'Cll'y are
massacres in recent years.”?® On October 5, 1995, involved.
a group of soldiers entered a refugee camp at
Xamén in the department of Alta Verapaz. Elev-
en refugees, who had just recently returned from Mexico as part of the U.N.-
supervised repatriation program, were killed and 30 others wounded by that
military patrol.’®

The army alleged that “the massacre was an isolated incident and a re-
sponse to ‘provocation’ by the refugees.””® Many Guatemalans regarded it,
however, rather as “a strategic decision by the army . . . which sees all re-
turned refugees as enemies.”’*! The massacre has been an act of force to dem-
onstrate the de facto power of the military. Although it had not been directly
linked to the electoral process, large parts of the population, particularly Mayan
voters, regarded the accident as a clear sign of the military’s will to use sup-
pression against unfavorable political parties, candidates or individual voters.
But even if intimidation with regard to the elections was not calculated by the
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military, the massacre undeniably had this effect, and it, too, demonstrated
painfully that those powers remain in Guatemala which are unwilling to al-
low a peaceful transition to democracy.

All these factors have created a general climate of intimidation and fear in
Guatemala, with the effect of discouraging political participation. With secu-
rity still omnipresent, many Guatemalans are afraid to speak out against their
society’s deplorable state of affair for fear of repression. “[T]here is a lot of
fear,” said a member of the Federation of Food and Allied Workers the month
before elections, “that our leaders will be persecuted. It is a real concern be-
cause so much of the leadership is there ‘front al Frente’ (‘at the front of the
Front’), as we say. They are incredibly exposed, and there could be attempts
on their lives.”’32

Well Orchestrated, Official Black Campaign

The electoral process was marred by both official and unofficial efforts to
discredit the FDNG. In a “black” campaign against the new popular move-
ment party, government representatives, opposition parties, the economic elite
and the military falsely tried to link the FDNG to the insurgent UNRG.

In a press conference November 3, 1995, FDNG presidential candidate Jorge
Gonzélez de Valle delivered a copy of a letter that the commander of the
military zone in Quetzaltenango, Guatemala’s
. second biggest city, sent to the attorney gener-

Candidates al’s office “in which he accuses Gonzélez and
warned their front congressional candidate Rosalina Tuyuc of

. leading supporters armed with machine S
conshfuency that in the feizuiz of the national university camg;flls
“indigenous in Quetzaltenango. The commander called on

. the attorney general to investigate and charge
candidates e two candidates.”

would ’rry fo gain According to Congresswoman Tuyuc
(FDNG), “civil patrollers and former military

revenge on the  commissioners in the provinces of Quiché, Hue-

. . huetenango and Chimaltenango, as well as land-

manl'Ii'Y lords in %anta Rosa, have t%)ld voters not to

Ladinos.”  support the front because it is the URNG's par-

ty.”13 The president, too, interfered in the black

campaign through an official statement welcom-

ing the leftist guerrillas” participation in the electoral process. What he meant
was the FDNG.

In many areas, plantation owners warned their peasant workers that an
FDNG victory would be equal to an invasion and taking over of the farms by
the leftist rebels. This would result in the farm workers losing their jobs, which
would be taken up by returning refugees.” In Solol4, the opponents of the
indigenous candidate for mayorship, “told Ladino merchants that an indige-
nous mayor would force them out of their stores and bring in Maya Indians to
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take over.”?% The smear campaign did not end with the election. “Even after
the vote, opponents [of the new indigenous mayor in Solold] distributed an
‘urgent communiqué’ accusing Iboy Chiroy of being anointed as a candidate
by the Guatemalan rebel army; of being a Marxist-Leninist; and of having
links with guerrilla groups from the Mexican Zapatistas to Spain’s Basque
separatists.” ¥

Candidates from the Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG), the right-wing
party of former military dictator Efrain Rios Montt, arrived at the fincas and
called the farm workers to vote for them, in order to prevent communism
from entering the country again, making reference to the Decade of Spring.
Others warned their constituency that “indigenous candidates would try to
gain revenge on the minority Ladinos.”**® Local military commissioners, oo,
have threatened whole pueblos (villages) likely to vote for the FDNG.

Secret Vote

For elections to be free of intimidation and coercion, the vote must be se-
cret, and the people must know so. Due to the presence of both international
and national observers, fiscales (party poll-watchers) and alguaciles (neutral
poll-watchers appointed by the Supreme Electoral Tribunal) for each polling
table, the act of voting itself was—in nearly all cases—secret. Yet, genuine
secrecy of vote did not exist in all cases. This is so because of the notion of
“collective possession,” which means that a pueblo (village) collectively votes
for the same party. Election results are known by municipal districts, which
makes it easy to make guesses about villages’ decisions. Given Guatemala’s
prevailing climate of intimidation, many villages, which still follow the model
of “collective vote,” were afraid to convey their opinion on candidates and
political parties in the election, out of fear of serious post-electoral repression.
Hence, they either totally abstained from voting or decided in favor of one of
the powerful parties. :

To those accustomed to a western democratic system, in which the individ-
uality of a political vote is regarded as a fundamental principal of a represen-
tative democracy, the concept of collective vote might be regarded as an
impediment to democratic development. Collective possession is, however,
not undemocratic per se, which makes some further explanation necessary.
The concept of collective vote is embedded in Mayan culture. Today, its prac-
tice is nearly entirely confined to the isolated, “non-culturalized” Indian vil-
lages in the highlands of Guatemala. In these villages, the strong sense of
community, which indigenous people in Guatemala traditionally have, is still
very highly developed. Decisions affecting the local community are always
supported by the popular base. They are the result of a sometimes arduous
decision-making process. Long discussions on which mayor or president the
pueblo will vote for precedes the final agreement on the collective vote.’

From this it follows, that the decision of the majority is not simply imposed
on those who disagree. Rather, the process of popular decision-making takes
as long as the necessary consent is reached. The concept of collective vote can,
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therefore, hardly be called undemocratic. Hence, it is not an obstacle to de-
mocratization as such.™?

Honesty and Fairness in Ballot Counting, i.e. Absence of Electoral Fraud

Contrary to elections in other countries of the region, and democratizing
states in general, obvious vote fraud hardly impaired the November 12 elec-
tions in Guatemala. Two circumstances have to be mentioned, however, which
gave reason to suppose that attempts had been made to manipulate the elec-
tion result.

First, on election night, at 12:15 A.M., only 15 minutes after the Supreme
Electoral Tribunal had given the first preliminary results, the electrical power
went out in 90 percent of Guatemala.™! The official explanation for the power
failure was that a “fallen tree branch” had knocked down power lines.!
Amadeo Garcia Zepeda, who used to be head of planning at the state-run
electrical utility company and a supporter of the FDNG, charged that this
would not have resulted in a general power outage for the entire country.
FDNG and other parties” officials, too, have presumed that the blackout was
deliberately caused to prevent them and independent election monitors from
verifying the vote count as it was done. John Marshall, who had been part of
a U.S. Civilian Election Observer Delegation, reported after his trip to Guate-
mala: “The observers noted that in numerous locations, poll officials left their
stations when the blackout hit, fearing for their safety. This left the ballots
without oversight for an indefinite period. Under cover of the blackout, armed
men took control of several polling places. Ballots at some other voting cen-
ters were burned or stolen. While incidents such as these were limited, the
SET acknowledged that a few votes were lost.”*

There was another issue that gave the integrity of the elections some doubt:
Whereas only 19 million ballots had been needed, given the number of citi-
zens who had registered, 39 million ballots had been printed. There was, how-
ever, not sufficient evidence in the outcome of the elections to prove that
unused ballots had been forged and added to the others.

Supervision of Elections by Independent, Impartial Council

For elections to be democratic, they must be fair and free. This can best be
guaranteed by their supervision through an independent council not tied to
any party, faction or individual whose impartiality is ensured in both law and
practice. In general, the electoral process of the November elections on elec-
tion day itself operated smoothly, and the electoral authorities functioned in
an impartial manner.

The more or less unproblematic proceeding of the election was largely due
to its supervision by both national and international monitors. Apart from the
TSE, civilian observer delegations from the United States and missions from
the European Union and the OAS monitored the elections.
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Election Results

Although the actual election process on November 12 went well, and the
elections were declared by international observers as relatively “fair and free,”
the electoral process has been marked by various problems and imperfections,
both technical—such as the shortage of public transportation and the geo-
graphical conditions—and substantive—such as high abstentionism due to
intimidation, distrust in the electoral system and the credibility of the politi-
cians, as well as a lack of democratic attitudes. This does not mean, however,
that the elections as means of popular participation have not been real and
meaningful for the democratic development in Guatemala. Democratization
involves, as explained earlier, “a process of experimentation over time, of trial
and error.”*® The old saying that we learn only from mistakes holds true in
this case also. The deficiencies and negative aspects of the electoral process
should not lead one to the conclusion that the elections had no actual implica-
tions for the Guatemalan democratization process. Rather, they must be re-
garded as “an experience to ensure that the electoral law will be reformed” in
order to make general elections a genuine democratic institution, and an ef-
fective vehicle for democratic development in Guatemala.

Alvaro Arzi Irigoyen, a “wealthy aristocrat”*¢ and ex-mayot of Guatema-
la City, who leads the right-wing Partido de Avanzada Nacional (National Ad-
vancement Party, PAN), emerged victorious out of the presidential run-off on
January 7, 1996.1%” Mr. Arzi had won the presidency by a narrow margin over
Alfonso Portillo Cabrera of the FRG—the party led by the former military
dictator General Efrain Rios Montt—polling 51.22 percent of the vote against
48.78 percent.® This split reflects “the gulf between those Guatemalans who
want a return to the caudillo [strong boss] politics of the past and those who
see Arzi as a candidate whose business attitudes can improve their lot.”#°

The January 7 runoff presidential elections were marked by a high absten-
tion rate. Voter turnout was 46.10 percent in the capital and 36.25 percent in
the country’s interior regions.” The low participation rate “confirmed earlier
predictions that few voters would bother to cast their ballots and choose be-
tween two conservatives for president, despite last-ditch appeals from the
candidates and the government.”*! Given the low voter support, the new
government cannot easily be called a “popular government.” The high ab-
stention rate creates a serious problem for the legitimacy of President Arzu.

PAN became the strongest party in Congress, holding 42 of the 80 seats. It
does, however, depend on the support of other parties “to achieve the two-
thirds majority required on a number of key policy issues.”?®? The FRG, which
now has 20 congressional seats, slipped to becoming the country’s second stron-
gest political force.™®

Limitations of the Elections with Regard to Democratization:
A Real Transfer of Power?

The de facto distribution of power remains the main obstacle for elections to
promote democratic development in Guatemala. A country might hold free
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and fair elections, but if the balance of political power following elections
does not reflect the will of the people as depicted in the election result, any
democratization effect of the electoral process will be severely impaired. It is
too early to say whether and what the recent elections have changed with
regard to the distribution of political power in Guatemala. A possible conclu-
sion can, however, be inferred from recent events. Now as before, there are
two powers in Guatemala—the army and the economic, or business, elite, with
the latter being firmly in control of government.

The ratification of the ILO Convention referred to earlier is not only illus-
trative of the dynamics in the new Congress. It also reflects the sustained
power of the economic elite. Although the Convention had been approved, it
included a whole range of restrictions pandered to the aforementioned fears
of CACIF. Even though the voice of the indigenous group could no longer be
ignored, this demonstrates the strong influence that the economic elite still
has over the government. Further illustrative of President Arzii’s close affilia-
tion with the business sector is a recently passed law giving amnesty to those
in business who had not paid their taxes, leading commentators to describe
the new president as the “mouth-piece for big business in the country.”*>*

The second significant power broker in Guatemala is the military. The
Guatemalan Catholic Church has only recently accused the members of the
country’s powerful army “of running organized crime rackets and of murder-
ing suspected leftists.”**> The Church sees the army as the “main obstacle” to
the return of rule of law in the violence-plagued nation.”™ In presenting the
Catholic Church’s 1995 human rights report, Bishop Juan Gerardi said that
the army “has created a parallel system of power which has brought the jus-
tice system to its knees.”’ Even today, an independent judiciary has not been
established in order to remedy that kind of situation.

The struggle to shift the balance of power away from the military and to-
wards the emerging civil society is one of the defining characteristics of the
current period in Guatemala. Although the past three civilian Presidents have
been unable to control the armed forces, there is now fresh, albeit little, hope
that this will change. In his inaugural speech, President Alvaro Arzi has reit-
erated his campaign promise to “rein in the powerful army.”*® “We will not
allow the army or any other nucleus of power in the country to act beyond
their boundaries and the role for which they were created,”™ assured Arzii.
His opponents doubt, however, “his willingness to curb the strength of the
armed forces over political life in the nation.”

A first positive step has been the decision of the new president in mid-
January to purge “top military officers allegedly involved in crime rackets
ranging from car theft to kidnapping and drug trafficking.”’! Analysts do,
however, point to Arzi’s close affiliation to high-ranking members of the army,
including one of its most powerful officers, General Otto Pérez Molina.’¥? Also,
he already rejected the thought of “disbanding the Estado Mayor Presidencial,
the body made up of officials that is in charge of setting the agenda for the
president and which many consider the true power in the nation.”*%

According to Dixe Wills, “it is still to be seen whether the business or the
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military will get the upper hand. But Arzii seems to have got away so far with
replacing a hard-liner as Minister of Defense (Gonzalez) with a moderate (Gen-
eral Luis Balconi Turcios). There has to be some scaling down of the army
once the peace accords are signed. However, the army has been busily build-
ing up its strength in terms of numbers of soldiers—there was a large number
of illegal forced recruitment sweeps in the country last year—in readiness for
the inevitable reduction in its size.”¢

Conclusion

The USAID called the recent elections in Guatemala “a milestone in the
democratic process, culminating work that began 10 years ago to transfer au-
thority from military to civilian leaders.”?® This enthusiasm has been shared
by the former ambassador of the United States to Guatemala, Marylin McAf-
fee, who described the development of the general elections as a sonorous
success, and emphasized that the elections strengthen the counitry’s demo-
cratic process.!6

Most Guatemalans have been more cautious in their judgment. Guatema-
lan journalist Gonzalo Marroquin G. warned against rushing to conclusions.
In a commentary for the daily La Repiiblica he wrote: “No hay que ser pesimistas,
pero si muy realistas.”*s” Referring to the election observers, an older Guatema-
lan man in the small village of Cajol4 on the night of elections said: “I am very
glad that you are here. These elections are not going to change our country
immediately, but your presence has helped us to take one small step in the
right direction.” And ex-President Ramiro de Leén Carpio, who described the
elections as “one more step”’® towards his country’s democracy, qualified his
judgment by adding that the electoral event “is just one cog in the wheel of
the democratic process.”’®

It is important to note that democratization is a process the results of which
will only be seen in definitive terms when the democratic institutions and
system function efficiently. The political crisis in Guatemala is very complex,
and has not yet been resolved in favor of representative democracy — giving
rise to both skepticism and hope. In global terms, the situation in that Central
American country shows an improvement. The elections have had and are
continuing to have an important overall impact in improving the opportunity
for both formal and fundamental participation in the political process of Gua-
temala.

Also noteworthy is the recent development with regard to the creation of a
genuine representative system of government. The November 1995 elections
have given representative democracy a new meaning in Guatemala. Until now,
there existed a big gap between the concept as enshrined in the constitution
and reality. Representative democracy did not work within the Guatemalan
context due to a lack of legitimacy: the majority of the population did not
trust in the state authority. Hence, they abstained from entrusting power to
the government by means of participating in elections.

In a country like Guatemala, in which the Indian community comprises 60
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percent of the population, “the future of democracy will be linked to the suc-
cess of the democratic idea in incorporating into the system the entirety of the
population.”?”® The recent elections have been supportive of this task in that
they have mitigated the generalized crisis of popular participation in govern-
ment—particularly through elections—by opening up the political system to
alternative popular movement parties, giving the indigenous population new
faith that their vote does count, i.e that the political system will finally be
responsive to their needs.

Through the formation of the FDNG, new hope has been created. The elec-
toral process made it possible for the popular sector to play a more forceful
role in the political process, making sure that
after 40 years of silence, civil society regained a

New hope has voice. Relevant to this are in particular the
changes and developments on the municipal lev-
been created el. With independent indigenous civic commit-
that the voice of tees, which had been supported by popular
movement organizations, winning several may-
the so far oralties, several puppet governments which
mqrginalized and were only following the instructions of the na-
tional elite, had been exchanged for governments
excluded will which are expected to respond better to the lo-

. cal population’s needs.
flnqlly be heard By opening up the political system to the par-
from within the ticipation of a popular movement party and in-
halls of dependent civic committees, new hope has been
created that the voice of the so far marginalized
govern ment. and excluded will finally be heard from within
the halls of government. In this respect, too, the
electoral process has had a very positive impact

on the democratization process.

Although the outside observer is struck and inspired by the ordinary peo-
ple who are risking their lives to promote and develop the democratic ideal
and gain political and other human rights, one has to be cautious as not to
shut one’s eyes to the serious problems which impede the transition to de-
mocracy. The antidemocratic aspects of Guatemalan society, such as the
strength of the armed forces over political life in the country, discrimination
against indigenous people and favoritism for the privileged, have still not
been destroyed. Continued cooperation and goodwill of all sectors of the
Guatemalan population, including the military and the business elite, is nec-
essary.

“Over a period of years,” said the UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-
Ghali at a dinner hosted by ex-President Ramiro de Leén Carpio, “Guatema-
lans have shown their commitment to democracy. Guatemalans themselves
will continue to carry the greatest share of the responsibility for the success of
the process . . . Guatemalans must persevere. They must continue to show
sustained commitment and political will.”*”
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Guatemalans are quite realistic. They are not under the illusion that the
November 12 election can alter the dynamic of power in Guatemala. Genuine
democracy only exists if the sharing of power is not distorted. Considering
this, it will take a long time until the process of political democratization in
Guatemala will succeed. Adding to the aforementioned impediments to a free
and democratic Guatemalan society, are the powerful structural roots of po-
litical abstentionism and the deep alienation felt by most Guatemalans to-
wards participation in the country’s political system.

The central problem remains the psychological effects of the ongoing armed
conflict which took an awesome human and social toll, as well as the continu-
ing disrespect for human rights, including threatening messages from hard-
line military ranks who are trying to prevent the country’s transition to
democracy. “In their hearts,” explains Central America reporter Mary Joe
McConahay, “many people [in Guatemala] remain ruled by fear, even in
making the most apparently innocuous public moves. Some of my most
thoughtful [Guatemalan] friends tell me that until such fear is overcome, real
democracy here—the kind that takes deep root, demands justice for all and
can prevent the country from slipping back into war—doesn’t stand a
chance.”?”? A democratic solution is not impossible in Guatemala, however.
Strong formal and substantive steps toward a democratic society are being
taken. The elections of 1995 signal a historic new phase in the country’s tran-
sition to democracy and eventual peace.
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