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Statements by plaintiff Juan Romagoza on the significance of Romagoza, Gonzalez, & Mauricio v. Garcia & Vides Casanova: a case against two high ranking Salvadoran generals for torture committed 1979-83

The trial has been a lot different than what I imagined. I don’t think I anticipated the impact on me personally.  And also the impact that it would have on our group, the other plaintiffs and the friends that were part of our circle, as well as the general impact in the United States and El Salvador.

On a personal level, I had not thought of the significance, and the impact it would have on me, to sit face to face with those two very powerful men who one way or another put together the system that was operating in El Salvador.  

U.S. Policy

It made a deep impact on me realizing that what happened in El Salvador was not a black and white picture.  The situation was so complex, particularly the US role in Central America then.  The power it had, but also the limitations.  The US tried to do a lot to change the situation, but the people they were dealing with had so much clout that the US was dominated by them and what they wanted to do.  And yet the US gave aid to that same government, to that military that was perpetrating terror and torture. The US tried to help and work with the government to humanize the situation but they were not able to cage the beast; they didn’t have enough power themselves.

It was a surprise to me - I learned something about US foreign policy. I now have more respect for some of the people who are involved in making that policy.  And, I wonder what role can I play in trying to prevent the US from getting involved in dirty wars again? Because I see not only the US military role with these guys from 20 years ago, but also the US role with the military men right now. And that makes me remember many things, and gets me thinking at length about them.

What can be done here to make US foreign policy humane?  What can we do so that abroad people don’t always see the US government as being in cahoots with the people who oppress others?  What can we do to get the truth out here in the US about what’s going on back home?  What can we do up here—what can I do—to prevent pain and suffering in other places, to prevent mourning in my country or in any country.  

Fear

When I started to think about bringing the case I was afraid, and my family and friends were afraid. They asked me, “What are you doing?  You’re getting involved…you’re getting in trouble again!”  My relatives still are not talking about the case publicly. People still come up to my mother when she’s praying in church and, fearful that someone might hear them, whisper in her ear “we’re with you, we’re supporting you.”  So there is fear.

Before the trial started, I couldn’t sleep. I felt fear knowing that the generals would confront me. I wasn’t frightened of them so much as how my body might react.  I was afraid of how I would feel being face to face with them again, so close….  I had a lot of problems with insomnia; I had more frequent bouts of depression than I normally do.  I was afraid for my family in El Salvador, and I still am afraid.  But my mother and my family have accepted that, and they’ve told me that.  They used to wonder why was I getting myself into these problems again, and causing problems for them, too.  It was a tremendous internal challenge. But little by little, talking with them and others has helped me to clarify my thoughts, and strengthen my conviction in carrying through with this case, and to see the long-term historical impact of this case.

Hope and Justice

The case has given me the hope I need in order to believe in justice, to believe that justice can come, particularly in this country, my new country, the USA.  The case led me to reevaluate my own role as a survivor of these inhumane policies that resulted from Cold War policies, the dirty war policies. I had the luck to be able to survive, to stand up in the midst of people who were living in death.  So what’s my role?  We have a democracy here in the United States.  We have a judicial system.  How can I get it to function, not just for me but for the world?

I feel that it was the right thing to do, to bring the case. It is not that hope is stronger than fear, because at times the fear is very strong, but people think now that there’s a chance for justice.  It feels to me like a collective communion, that people feel some kind of joy or hope that something new can come out of this case. 

Before the verdict I felt that, even if we loose, at least we made the denunciation, at least we got the facts out.  And if the case could be won, there would be more chance to champion other lives and situations and a chance to help people recover from their pain and traumas and heal some of their wounds.  A lot of people have told me that it’s more than time for these generals to face a court of law.  The longer the time goes by to denounce what happened, the worse it is.  So I think the case has had a very positive effect on a lot of people.

In El Salvador, the papers still present the case from a different angle.  But despite the manipulation of the news, still, people are talking out more, and they’re saying that there is no justice as long as the generals are able to enjoy impunity -- everybody knows that those two were the architects of that whole system of torture and terror.

The truth is, we had to bring the case because the opportunity was offered, and it was time.  If we hadn’t taken advantage of the opportunity, it is possible that the generals would never have had to respond to the truth.  So, we felt a sort of joy in knowing that what we were doing was the right thing, and that we were representing people, and remembering, and making other people remember, the thousands who did not survive and the thousands who never had the opportunity that we have had.  But there was still a lot of fear.

I feel good now, not only because I’ve exposed the generals, and was able to look them in the face when the truth was being told about all the crimes that were committed, but also because now I feel better when I remember my people who were lost along the way, when people talk about them, even about how they died, how they were tortured.  The feeling of having done the right thing has helped me a lot to overcome that previous fear.

The Experience of Testifying

I had looked forward to testifying, and was also frightened of testifying.  When the actual moment came, it was pretty scary.  My body was shaking when I got up there, but as I went along I found that my body got into a rage (maybe a righteous indignation) seeing them right there.  Especially when I was giving my own testimony.  I felt like my body was floating out there and there were certain moments when I found a strength coming over me.  For example when I was asked to point them out.  

A strength came over me so much so that I was frightened.  In those moments it was like it wasn’t me—it was like I was floating out there—like my body changed.  My voice…I didn’t recognize my voice.  I felt like I was speaking with a huskier voice or as if there were an echo.  I felt that what I wanted to share with them was coming out, but it was coming out as if I had forgotten it.  As though I had had it inside me for years.  Maybe it was because it was the first time someone from the other side was listening to me, they were right there in front of me.  The ones that caused all this pain were right there before me.  It gave me a rage.  I wanted to weep.  I wasn’t crying and the tears weren’t coming out but I felt tearful inside. There was no time—I had to tell so much that I had hidden for so long, that had caused me so much pain.  Things that were so intimate...  But I felt that my torture happened not only to me but also to so many others.  I felt that that they had stolen my voice from me and that my body was the body of thousands of other people right then.  It was such a heavy moment, but also so beautiful, afterwards as well. When it was over, I certainly did weep.  But I felt a peace that I still have with me.  It was a feeling and an experience that I’ve never had at any other time that I’ve spoken out.  

I didn’t feel tired from giving my testimony—I felt that I had more energy.  I felt like I had stepped into another world—and had come back to earth again. I felt that my voice was so strong—so powerful.  I felt that there were thousands of people behind me. 

I felt like I was in a boat, in the bow of a boat.  And I felt like there were many, many people rowing behind—that they were moving me into this moment.  That was the vision that I had.  And I didn’t want to turn back to look.  I felt that if I looked back at them, I’d weep because I’d see them again: wounded, tortured, raped, naked, torn, bleeding.  So I didn’t want to see that, I just felt their support, their strength, their energy.  

Of course, what I had to tell was primarily my own experience, and it’s not easy to tell it.  It wasn’t easy to strip myself before them.  It wasn’t easy to take off my blindfold, or to have them untie me.  I needed that push, that force supporting me.  And I needed to feel that thousands of others were with me. That was the only thing that could have given me the strength to testify as I did. Because I knew that everybody was hearing my testimony—journalists, the jury—and it wasn’t easy.  It wasn’t easy to say, look at what they did to me, look how they did it.  But I know that what they did to me they did to thousands of others.  So that’s what gave me the strength—the thought that this had been done to others, and that these others didn’t have the chance to be in court.  And there I was.  I pinched myself to say, am I here?  Yes, I’m here, and I’m alive.  And I have to speak.  And now was the time to speak.

Importance of the Trial

I had spoken about my experience before—in homes, in churches, in universities, with my therapist.  But this time now was different.  It was less painful, and more filled with hope.  On other occasions there had been much more pain, and unbelief, and distrust…very little hope.  But now it was the opposite.  There was pain, but not as much as before.  I think the very fact of speaking out and taking the case to this level, I believe that now the wounds are truly beginning to heal.

The whole process – especially the trial -- has been crucial for my healing. There was some value to me in preparing for the trial, but mostly it produced anxiety.  There wasn’t anything concrete yet about what was going to happen, and the process of preparing just increased my anxiety level. I still felt a lot of distrust about whether this was going to work out.  And many fears, many fears…  Now I understand that stage better. Now I feel that the whole trial (and we’re taking about a long process—six weeks in all) and particularly my time of giving testimony, and the others—their time in giving testimony--has helped me a lot.  There were moments that were especially therapeutic.  The three seconds that I pointed out the two generals felt like three centuries.  That had great value.  To see them, to denounce them, to point to them.  And to see the other plaintiffs speak out their truth.  

What I’ve learned is that this is a very powerful form of therapy.  How much I wish that every survivor in El Salvador could have this opportunity.  Because I feel that all of us who were crushed by the terror that the generals orchestrated have a lot to tell them.  I just spoke a few minutes about my own particular experience but I would’ve liked to have told them about all the years before when they cultivated and built up that whole system, and also the years afterwards—the exile experience.  How we were affected, and how we are affected. As a health care worker I see how much my people who come to me were scarred by these traumas (including PTSD) because of the terror of that period.  The fact that I brought forward all this information and documentation, and prepared for this case, and especially, most of all, that I was there and pointed them out -- that’s the best possible therapy a torture survivor could have.  I wish something like these trials could go on in El Salvador for therapeutic reasons, as well as for justice.

The Generals

When the trial was over, I really felt pity for the generals, because after having been the most powerful men in the country, they now have become imprisoned by their masters—by the owners of wealth in El Salvador—and by their own ambitions. As they themselves said, their real friends could be counted on the fingers of one hand.  None of their relatives came to the court to support them, except for a few who came on the last two days.  There were no friends.  When they had so many people under their control!  They had large staffs.  There was no one there from the US government to accompany them.  One ambassador did testify, wanting to defend them. But when he was asked about the very cables he had written to the State Department, he sounded like one of the witnesses against them.  The ambassador couldn’t defend the generals because he himself had documented their crimes.  Nobody was there from the oligarchy, even though the generals had served the powerful of El Salvador. Nobody was there for them.  So I felt that they were alone.  It really did sadden me because we’re Salvadorans and Garcia is originally from a poor family and nevertheless he became the whip or the scourge of the poor. He attacked his own people. People don’t want to see him now.  And the other general, Vides Casanova, whose ambitions and his thirst for power ….  The majority of Salvadorans actually point them out as perhaps the most evil people of that time.  So, in a certain sense I had some mixed feelings throughout the case.  

Unfortunately the generals reacted coldly. They were like stones or rocks.  Sometimes they reacted with nervous movements, like ticks.  They were shown photos, pictures of massacres, but it seemed that their hearts were made of stone.  They kept a fixed gaze on particular individuals.  They avoided meeting our eyes—they didn’t want to see us.  They seemed to mind when we looked at them to see what their reactions were.  They were afraid of our gaze.  And when we heard them tell lies, because they did tell several, you could see their nervousness.  Despite the fact that I felt sorry for them to see them alone there, their reactions tended to make me think that they haven’t learned anything.  They haven’t changed at all.  That monster is still inside them – the monster that looks their brothers up and down and thinks that, well, some have got to die. And it didn’t matter who it was, because they could kill anyone.  You could still see that attitude in them.

Importance of Speaking Out and Bringing More Cases

For me, speaking directly to the generals was helpful, but I realize that speaking out would be difficult for many survivors. Even so, I think it’s important to speak out.  We’ve tried to solve this trauma with our silence, but, by not speaking out, we just bury our victims and the ones whom we love deeper inside.  So I think it’s important to start speaking out.  What happened? What happened to us? How did it affect us?

And the most important facts – who was responsible – that especially is what we didn’t want to talk about in El Salvador. We would talk about what was happening but not who was responsible. So investigate—and there’s many different ways of investigating—both personally, and also to demand that others investigate.  Some of us still have a little bit of clout and can influence others in El Salvador. It’s true that there is an amnesty law, but it’s not written in stone.  There are ways of getting rid of that amnesty.  We know that there are other Salvadoran torturers living here in the USA, and torturers from other countries, and military officers who coordinated the terror.  We have to point them out, document what they did, and look for organizations that can help us do that investigating so that the torturers and the commanders cannot hide, cannot live with impunity, cannot live normal lives. It is not justice that a democratic country can serve as a hiding place for torturers, so that they can live in luxury, people who have committed genocide and who have abused human dignity. 

The most important thing is to speak out and not let yourself be dominated by silence. But it’s not just speaking and opening wounds. We have to know when it’s a good time to share our experiences, and how.  We need to find a proper listening space among people who are willing to do something in response to what they hear.  We need to find spaces that can generate mechanisms or channels for justice, and not just put these people in jail but prevent this kind of activity from happening again, and isolate torturers who come to the United States in search of a paradise.

Concluding Thought

The best thing is that now at the end I feel a peace in terms of my own inner wounds and trauma.  I feel that the case helped me a lot, and helped me to better understand what happened.  Every day I have to learn more and understand better that the hatred that the generals poured out now is not hatred, or at least, is not as strong as it was.  Now I can see their weakness.  They’ve aged—they’re elderly now.  They still have some poison because when they open their mouths there’s still hatred there, but I think that in a certain sense they too were victims.  Today the world turns their back on them.  Now they’re in the hands of justice, maybe they never thought that they would face justice. Now they must pay up. They must pay something back to the thousands of victims and their families, to put to rest part of history.

- end -
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