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Resumen: Este artículo examina cómo algunos de los textos clave de las insurrecciones populares 
y revoluciones de Centroamérica emplearon el afecto. Al revisar algunos textos de la literatura de 
resistencia, principalmente testimonio y poesía, este artículo va más allá de simplemente estudiar la 
representación del afecto, para analizar el modo en que afectos como la indignación, la vergüenza 
y el amor sirvieron como una fuerza generativa en su momento histórico. En esta literatura, el afecto 
funciona como un conducto para prácticas emocionales que aprovechan el poder de la empatía 
para obtener apoyo para el oprimido y promover ideales universales de justicia. Por lo tanto, el 
poder perdurable de la literatura de resistencia no radica tanto en las ideologías políticas, sino en 
cómo usa el afecto para mover a los lectores a defender los derechos humanos fundamentales.
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Abstract: This article examines how some of the key texts from Central America’s popular insurrections 
and revolutions orchestrated and put affect to work. By revisiting a few texts of canonical resistance 
literature—mainly testimonio and poetry—this article moves beyond merely studying how affect is 
depicted to analyzing how affects such as indignation, shame, and love served as a generative force in 
their historical moment. In this literature, affect functions as a conduit for emotional practices that leverage 
the power of empathy to rally support for the oppressed and the promotion of universal ideals of justice. 
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it harnesses affect to emotionally and cognitively move readers to defend fundamental human rights.
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Affect has always been central to acts of political resistance and mass mo-
bilizations. Whether through emotions, feelings, passions, or sensations, affect 
moves politics from the level of theory to that of praxis and actual historical 
change. This was especially so during popular insurrections and revolutions in 
Central America. In Posthegemony: Political Theory and Latin America, Jon 
Beasley-Murray argues that it was affect—rather than ideology or military ri-
gidity—that enabled the Salvadoran guerrilla coalition (Frente Farabundo Martí 
para la Liberación Nacional, FMLN) to develop successful tactics and maintain 
its momentum over twelve years of conflict. Driving the FMLN was an intense 
affective charge among its members—namely, the joy of political commitment 
and belonging to a collectivity. Political theory alone was insufficient to in-
spire militancy and solidarity across class lines and differences of interest. Nor 
was it enough to spark the creativity needed to outflank the military. The guer-
rilla’s motivation was primarily derived from the exhilaration associated with 
creating new spaces and practices of freedom. A pivotal factor in the coalition’s 
endurance was not only its commitment to social justice, but also the fervent 
joy sparked by victories over its adversaries. These episodes of optimism and 
passionate victory, however, represent only a fragment of the broader narrative. 
Juxtaposed with these highs were profound lows, including the psychological 
trauma and emotional distress of forsaking one’s family for a clandestine life, as 
well as the absolute terror of engaging in combat against a powerful enemy (see 
Beasley-Murray 125-73).

Numerous testimonios written and published during that period gave voice 
to affects and were instrumental in the effort to rally support. The logic was that 
if affect is what kept the guerrilla going, then affect, through literature and testi-
monio, could also serve to inspire sympathy among those not yet in the guerril-
la’s fold. To this end, affect had to be orchestrated. Its messy, unpredictable flow 
had to be selected and harnessed, and put to work through wide dissemination. 
Only then would testimonio become more than just memoir or autobiography; 
it would become an act of resistance. So too with other forms of literature such 
as poetry and testimonial novels. Through the careful orchestration of affect and 
the reader’s response, they too could become a powerful weapon in the revolu-
tionary struggle.

The role of affect as a generative force in sociopolitical processes has been 
increasingly acknowledged within Latin American studies, particularly in the 
fields of literary studies and cultural criticism. However, there is a tendency to 
focus on how novels, plays, essays, and films depict emotion. Although much 
insight has been gained on that front, there is, as Laura Podalsky suggests, a 
need to move beyond merely analyzing the representation of affect, as this is 
only one register by which cultural productions “make sense.” “We need to 
dedicate more of our efforts,” she says, “toward understanding reading/viewing 
protocols (how texts and performances interpellate their readers or viewers on a 
sensorial level) as well as horizons of reception” (249).

This essay embraces Podalsky’s injunction by exploring how pivotal works 
of Central American resistance literature orchestrated and put affect to work. 
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Through several case studies, it scrutinizes how emotions such as indignation, 
shame, and love were harnessed to foster reader solidarity with the Central 
American struggle for social justice. In this literature, affect functions as a con-
duit for emotional practices that leverage the power of empathy to rally support 
for the defense of human rights and the promotion of universal ideals of justice. 
Understanding the mediation of affect is crucial to comprehending how testimo-
nial narratives by Indigenous people resonated with readers from diverse racial 
backgrounds, whose circumstances often starkly contrast with the human rights 
abuses depicted in many testimonios. While affective engagement can connect 
with readers on an emotional level, it also possesses the capacity to appeal to 
their rationality by invoking shared principles of human rights and collective 
responsibility for upholding civil rights values.

As suggested above, the most important form of resistance literature that 
emerged in Central America was testimonio. Briefly defined, testimonio is a 
protean narrative mode through which a witness recounts their own or their 
community’s experience of repression, poverty, or struggle for revolution or 
survival. Its purpose is to denounce injustice, convey the urgency of a problem-
atic situation, and ultimately generate a sympathetic response from the reader. It 
aims to promote solidarity with the struggle endorsed by the testimonial voice. 
Testimonio seeks a form of complicity with the reader that engages their sense 
of ethics and justice. John Beverley likens the reader’s position to that of jury 
member in a courtroom (see 32). The image alludes to testimonio’s need for a 
common moral sense shared by the narrator and the reader. Just as appeals to a 
jury hinge on the assumption that juror and advocate, despite their diversity of 
character, are unified by common habits of judging and feeling that can be har-
nessed for a given outcome, so the testimonial function hinges on a similar as-
sumption: that the narrator and the reader, despite any cultural differences, share 
certain habits of judging and feeling that can be used to produce determinate 
effects, such as inspiring the reader to solidarity or social action. Testimonio’s 
power of appeal lies in its ability to cohere with the reader’s ethical values and 
emotional grammar, which is always socially embedded.1

There is what Sara Ahmed refers to as the “sociality” of emotion. For 
Ahmed, emotion is more a public phenomenon than a psychological state. Draw-
ing on insights from anthropology and sociology, she contends that emotions do 
not reside in the psyches of individuals but are instead produced as effects of 
the circulation of various signifiers—in the form of cultural and political texts, 
rituals, slogans, figures of speech, and nonwritten materials such as images, mu-
sic, and film—that name and perform different emotions and assign values and 
meanings to them. Ahmed explains that “emotions work as a form of capital: 
affect does not reside positively in the sign or commodity, but is produced as an 

1 Many studies have been devoted to testimonio. There is extensive research on the theoretical 
approaches to the genre and its sociopolitical, cultural, and literary impact in Central America. 
There are also debates and controversies regarding testimonio that are beyond the scope of this 
article. Some canonical works to consult for more detailed discussions on testimonio are Arias, 
Beverley, Gugelberger, and Sklodowska.
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effect of its circulation” (45). Like the commodity, emotions accumulate value 
as they circulate in the public domain, and in doing so, they take on a “second 
nature” that makes them seem as if their value could not be otherwise. Ahmed 
refers to this as an “affective economy.”

In the context of Central America, we could say that the affective value 
of testimonio has congealed within it the idea that the oppression of innocent 
people cannot but inspire feelings of revulsion, outrage, and even shame. Such 
emotions, in Ahmed’s model, do not originate from “within” the individual sub-
ject but are instead the product of a “cultural politics” of emotion, where the rep-
etition of norms—in this case, the construal of indignation as a natural response 
to oppression—brings affects into being. In this way, emotions can be made to 
serve as a basis for sociopolitical movements and alliances.

Indignation

Testimonio’s power of appeal rests on a key affect: indignation. This is 
especially evident in works such as Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú y así me nació 
la conciencia and Víctor Montejo’s Testimony: Death of a Guatemalan Village, 
where the testimonial subjects attest to the undeserved plight of their commu-
nities in such a way that they elicit sympathetic indignation from the reader. 
These testimonios present the harrowing realities of how the Indigenous Maya 
communities are preyed upon by the military, are marginalized by institutional 
racism, and are exploited by the oligarchy and the government that does the 
oligarchy’s bidding. Both Montejo and Menchú, in their testimonios, insist upon 
the innocence of their communities in order to highlight the depravity of their 
oppressors.

Montejo’s testimonio narrates how the Guatemalan military savagely at-
tacked an entire village after an accidental skirmish took place between a local 
civil defense unit and an army patrol that was searching the area for guerrilla 
activity. The testimonio is told from the first-person perspective of Montejo, a 
teacher who got caught up in the confusion, was taken prisoner by the military, 
and was tortured. He saw first-hand the abuses of the military and the summary 
execution of peasants who were suspected of being guerrillas or sympathizing 
with them.

Montejo presents the people of his village in an idyllic light: they are a 
people who know “how to live in peace and harmony,” who have “no desire to 
bear arms,” and who fulfill their civic duties by voting in the elections. They are 
not violent revolutionaries who seek to overthrow the state. Although they seek 
to bring about favorable reforms in their community, they do so only through 
legitimate means. They are harmless, law-abiding peasants whose “only hope” 
are the milpas that provide their sustenance (11-12). Montejo, as the testimonial 
subject, presents himself as a God-fearing family man and a state-employed 
teacher who instills in his students a respect for the national Independence Day 
ceremonies, and whose wish is “to contribute to the betterment of my home-
land” (76).
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The military, by contrast, is cast in an absolutely black light. Under the 
command of President Efraín Ríos Montt, it is a force of cruelty and savagery. 
Through deceits and threats, it forces peasants to take up arms in the service of 
the state. Its soldiers have been thoroughly brainwashed by their commanders. 
They are likened to “rabid wolves” and “rabid dogs” that are sent to destroy 
their own Indigenous communities (42, 54). Against the Maya legacy of love 
and respect for all people, the “demented” officers and “soulless, unscrupulous” 
soldiers of the military kill for the sake of killing (61, 23). The “spilling of inno-
cent blood” is their “macabre homicidal task” (57, 65). Montejo’s text leaves no 
doubt that these are “tyrants” (46).

The extent of the soldiers’ depravity becomes especially clear when Mon-
tejo rhetorically juxtaposes it with the innocence of the victims. Of the men who 
were captured by the military, we read that “these endangered people … were 
guarded by several mean-faced soldiers” (24). Of a pregnant woman fleeing 
from a soldier, we read that “she trembled with fear but still fought back … 
against the warped intentions of the soldier” (27). And of a woman whose son 
is dying as her house is being ransacked, we read that one of the soldiers “bare-
facedly” steals the silver earrings that her husband had given her as a wedding 
present, and that this “villain” even steals some ribbons that took her “many 
hours to weave” (33-34). Confronted with the starkness of these injustices, one 
cannot but feel indignation.

Rigoberta Menchú’s testimonio operates on a similar logic, though with 
a much broader social perspective. In her telling, it is not just the military that 
is the enemy; it is the entire political, economic, and social system of Guate-
mala that is responsible for the plight of her Maya community. Like Montejo, 
Menchú repeatedly insists on her people’s innocence. She explains that since 
pre-Columbian times, Maya culture has been one of love and respect for all 
people and things, a legacy to which Menchú’s community has stayed true. As 
Menchú explains, “amamos mucho a la naturaleza y tenemos gran cariño a todo 
lo que existe” (41). Elsewhere, she tells us “Matar es para nosotros algo mon-
struoso. De allí la indignación que sentimos por todo lo de la represión” (228). 
She describes her community’s daily and sacred rituals in such detail that we are 
made aware of the richness and antiquity of her Maya culture. We are also made 
aware that this community has always been self-sufficient, and its only desire is 
to keep to itself and not interfere with the doings of the ladinos.2 Her communi-
ty’s principled refusal to learn Spanish or submit to the Ladino education system 
reflects this. The overall image that Menchú presents to us is that of an innately 
good culture untainted by inner conflict and averse to violence.3

2 In Guatemala, the term ladino refers to a person of mixed European and Indigenous ancestry. 
Ladinos constitute the privileged ethnic class of Guatemala and stand in sharp contrast to the 
Indigenous Maya population.
3 There are moments where Menchú betrays some discomfort with her culture, specifically when 
it comes to its patriarchal customs. This is evident when she explains that “para nosotros no es 
tanto que el machismo no exista, pero no es un elemento dificultoso en la comunidad ya que de 
hecho vamos a tomar en cuenta las costumbres,” to which she immediately adds that the male 
of the household “es un poco como el jefe de la casa, pero no es en el mal sentido de la palabra” 
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Her testimonio makes it clear that the ravages and corruption suffered by 
her people are due to forces outside her culture, forces that are deeply embedded 
in Ladino ideology and are institutionalized by the state. Menchú’s text gives 
a harrowing account of the systematic oppression suffered by her people—of 
the racism that has kept them marginalized, of the corruption that has enabled 
the oligarchy to exploit them, of the inhumanity that treats them as if they were 
disposable and devoid of dignity, and of the viciousness of the military that has 
inflicted horrors on them and has gradually destroyed their ancient culture. It is 
the story of how Menchú’s personal experiences with these cruel realities have 
led her, and many other Mayas, to what she calls “claridad política,” a form of 
political engagement that consists of a heightened awareness of the systemic 
nature of oppression and a commitment to resist that oppression actively.

Menchú’s text throws into stark relief how the cumulative pressure under 
which the Mayas have lived is so horrifyingly determinative that active resis-
tance is an inevitable and justified outcome. The text bears witness to a world in 
which there is no way out. As Menchú makes clear: “Para mí no había ninguna 
salida para que yo no viviera lo mismo que viven todos, que sufren todos” (115). 
Here, Maya lands are expropriated by shady political maneuverings; appeals to 
authority are ignored; truths are twisted; protests are violently suppressed; and 
life itself is subject to the monstrous whims of landholding elites. It is through 
murder, torture, rape, deprivation, and arbitrary imprisonment that the elites 
maintain the existing social order, and do so with total impunity. In closing her 
testimonio, Menchú offers a blunt description of her world: “El mundo en que 
vivo es tan criminal, tan sanguinario, que de un momento al otro me quita [la 
vida]” (270). The choice of adjectives is significant. Throughout her narrative, 
she refers to those responsible for her people’s plight—the military, the police, 
the landowners, the racist ladinos, the politicians—as “criminales,” “asesinos,” 
and “ladrones,” the implication being that all these criminal elements, togeth-
er, have created a tightly closed system that makes the injustices perpetrated 
against the Mayas a way of life. The dominance of this criminal oligarchy is 
such that even the most elemental of human experiences, happiness, is under its 
control. On this point, she insists: “existe una alegría para todos pero esa alegría 
está acaparada por unos cuantos” (168). With this comment, Menchú digs deep 
and drives home the point that in Guatemala it is not just that human rights are 
being violated, but that the system of oppression is so thoroughly entrenched 
that even something as intimate and personal as happiness has been taken away 
from the Mayan peasantry.

(35). These points are mentioned in passing, and any discomfort that Menchú might feel toward 
this issue seems to be downplayed (“no es un elemento dificultoso,” “no en el mal sentido de la 
palabra”). Duncan Earle notes that Menchú’s text has a tendency to smooth over the complexities 
and schisms within the Indigenous communities in order to give credence to an essentialist “we 
the Indigenous” and “the story of all” (297). Such essentializing, Earle admits, was certainly 
warranted given Menchú’s effort to bring attention to the genocide perpetrated on Guatemala’s 
Indigenous population. In this sense, Menchú’s descriptions of her community exemplify what 
Spivak refers to as “strategic essentialism,” the “strategic use of positivist essentialism in a 
scrupulously visible political interest” (205; italics in the original).
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As direct interventions in the larger struggle against political oppression, 
both Menchú’s and Montejo’s testimonios appeal to a communality of response 
shared by a broad international readership. It is significant that Montejo’s Testi-
mony was originally published in the U.S., in English, and that Menchú’s testi-
monio was recorded in Paris, was immediately translated into multiple languag-
es, and was published in several European countries and the U.S. In her prologue 
to Menchú’s testimonio, Elizabeth Burgos emphasizes that political movements 
such as those represented by Menchú go to Europe, particularly France, to dis-
seminate the importance of their struggles and generate international solidarity. 
As Burgos argues, “París les sirve de caja de resonancia. Todo lo que se hace 
en París alcanza una repercusión mundial, incluida América Latina” (15). The 
impact of testimonio during this historical period can be attributed largely to its 
capacity to engage a diverse audience. On the one hand, it aligns with the revo-
lutionary ideologies of national liberation that spurred mass mobilization in the 
region, fostering transnational solidarity and activism for the Central American 
struggle for social justice. On the other hand, it resonates with an international 
audience whose values are rooted in the liberal-democratic tradition that origi-
nated in Paris and has since become the prevailing ideology in the West.

By attesting to the violations perpetrated against fundamental human 
rights—life, freedom, and justice—and the most cherished liberal-democratic 
ideals—liberty, equality, and happiness—the testimonial narratives of Menchú 
and Montejo echo this widely shared framework of assumptions and values. In 
their promise of sincerity, and as reports on how the worst forms of criminality 
and corruption prevail over innocence and justice, these texts elicit outrage from 
the reader. They structure themselves strategically on the dominant liberal ethic 
and present the reader with social predicaments for which the correct ethical 
judgments and emotional responses are already determined.

Given the gravity and urgency of the situation in Central America, testi-
monio could hardly afford the luxury of making the reader agonize over any 
moral or political ambiguity. Instead, it had to make automatic the reader’s 
affective response, ensuring their solidarity with the region’s social liberation 
movements.4 To obtain the desired outcome, both Menchú and Montejo employ 
narrative strategies that favor the explicit over the suggestive, the direct over 
the connotative, and the functional over the complex and elusive. Accordingly, 
their texts take on a Manichean quality, where indeterminacies and shadings 
are kept to a minimum and absolute contrasts between good and evil are stable. 
With their primary aim to expose and denounce injustice and oppression, these 
narratives deemphasize the typical elements and devices of literariness, such 
as linguistic play, defamiliarization, and plot and character development. The 
world they present is made up of flat characters and types, with scant attention 

4 The scale of the brutality to which Menchú and Montejo bear witness was brought to light in 
1999, when the Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico—Guatemala’s Truth Commission—
published its report and concluded that the Guatemalan army had destroyed 626 villages and 
killed or disappeared more than 200,000 people. It also found that more than 150,000 people were 
forced to seek refuge in Mexico, and that millions of others, mostly Mayas, were displaced by 
the violence.
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given to psychology or character analysis. Their focus, after all, is not on the 
moral or psychological conflicts of the individual, but on the conflict between a 
community and the system of oppression. The collective struggle is more urgent 
and significant than individualistic desires. These testimonios bear witness to a 
world that is neatly divided into victimizer and victim, oppressor and oppressed, 
criminal and innocent. Here, any murkiness that might emerge is quickly clari-
fied. If there were Mayas who perpetrated atrocities against their people, it was 
only because they too were victims of the system of oppression, forced to act 
against their will. If, historically, there were internal divisions among Indige-
nous communities, these divisions are papered over by an image of pan-Maya 
unity that stands against the larger system of oppression. This is a world of stark 
oppositions, to be sure, but one that is purged of any contradictions. In their 
unambiguous representations of the social, these testimonios attenuate the com-
plexities of historical reality.

In the case of Montejo, as we have seen, condemnation and indignation on 
the part of the reader are cued through words and images that have preestab-
lished unambiguous emotional values. That the soldiers are described as “hun-
gry wolves,” “soulless,” and “inhuman” (42, 23, 68), and the Maya villagers 
as “poor” and “endangered” (33, 24), leaves no more to be said. The language 
works for the reader and in effect makes their affective response an automat-
ic one. It draws on the reader’s sense of ethics and justice and spells out the 
emotive point for them. Menchú, as we have seen, also resorts to this strategy 
in her frequent use of qualifiers such as “criminal,” “asesino,” and “ladrón.” 
But whereas Montejo’s language is morally emphatic, Menchú’s is much more 
forensic. As a hybrid form of eyewitness testimony, autobiographical literature, 
and documentary writing, it is characterized by observation, notation, and emo-
tional restraint. In this sense, it takes on some qualities of a human rights report. 
The many brutalities and indignities suffered by Menchú and her community are 
described in sober, matter-of-fact language. One of the most harrowing exam-
ples is that of her mother’s torture and murder:

Fue secuestrada mi madre y desde los primeros días de su secuestro fue violada por 
los altos jefes militares del pueblo. Y quiero anticipar que todos los pasos de las viola-
ciones y las torturas que le dieron a mi madre los tengo en mis manos. [...] Mi madre 
fue violada por sus secuestradores. Después, la bajaron al campamento, un campamen-
to que se llamaba Chajup [...] Al llegar al campamento fue violada por los altos jefes 
militares que mandaban la tropa. Después, mi madre estuvo en grandes torturas. Desde 
el primer día la empezaron a rasurar, a ponerle uniforme y después le decían, si eres un 
guerrillero, por qué no nos combates aquí. Y mi madre no decía nada. [...] Y, al tercer 
día que estaba en torturas le habían cortado las orejas. Le cortaban todo su cuerpo parte 
por parte. Empezaron con pequeñas torturas, con pequeños golpes para llegar hasta 
los más grandes golpes. [...] No le dieron de comer por muchos días. Mi madre, de los 
dolores, con las torturas que tenía en su cuerpo, toda desfigurada, sin comer, empezó a 
perder el conocimiento, empezó a estar en agonía. (223)

Menchú sticks to the facts (“todos los pasos de las violaciones y torturas 
[...] los tengo en mis manos”), and her tone remains consistent throughout the 
account, even when attesting to the fate of her mother’s remains:
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Después mi madre fue comida por animales, por perros, por zopilotes que abundan 
mucho en esa región, y otros animales que contribuyeron. Durante cuatro meses, hasta 
que vieron que no había ninguna parte de los restos de mi madre, ni sus huesos, aban-
donaron el lugar. (225)

Personal emotions are kept in a similar fact-like status:

Claro, para nosotros, cuando supimos que mi madre estaba en plena agonía, era muy 
doloroso, pero después, cuando ya estaba muerta, no estábamos contentos, porque nin-
gún ser humano se pondría contento al ver todo esto. Sin embargo, estábamos satis-
fechos porque sabíamos que el cuerpo de mi madre ya no tenía que sufrir más. (225)

This is language that seeks to turn experience into knowledge—knowledge 
that atrocities are being perpetrated, that emotional distress is being inflicted, 
and that human rights are being violated. For any reader who believes in human 
rights and attributes credibility to Menchú’s text, such knowledge exerts the 
kind of emotional pressure that leads to outrage, indignation, and empathy. It 
adapts the reader’s affective response to socially necessary ends.

This function lies at the core of Menchú’s text and is prefigured in the 
very title Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú y así me nació la conciencia, where the 
demonstrative “así” suggests a narrative that develops through inference, the 
process of arriving at a conclusion from known or assumed facts. In this sense, 
Menchú’s text can be read as a laying out of how the injustices inflicted upon 
her people have led to the inevitable outcome of political resistance. Indeed, an 
inner necessity inheres in the text, and it extends to the reader, for whom social 
consciousness and feelings of indignation are the inescapable consequences of 
reading.

That one cannot evade the power of Menchú’s and Montejo’s testimonios 
is because these texts keep themselves within our horizon of expectations. Any-
thing beyond that horizon is hidden away behind the placeholder term “secre-
tos” that Menchú often uses to refer to those aspects of Maya culture that are be-
yond the grasp of non-Mayas.5 This expedient is in itself telling, for it suggests 
the degree to which the testimonios’ reception is a constitutive dimension of the 
testimonios themselves. It suggests, in other words, that these texts are built to 
fit within our ethical codes and emotional grammar. They appeal to our default 
values and strive for stock responses. Nothing “deeper” is modified: these testi-
monios may give us new historical knowledge or awareness—that human rights 
are being violated in Guatemala—but our assumptions and values, our way of 
understanding, judging, and responding to the world, remains the same. Rather 
than disrupt our emotional grammar, these texts reaffirm it.

5 Doris Sommer suggests that Menchú’s use of the term “secretos” is a means of keeping readers 
from overstepping their capacities for comprehension: “It is the degree of our foreignness, our 
cultural difference, that would make her secrets incomprehensible to the outsider. We could never 
know them as she does, because we would inevitably force her secrets into our framework” 
(Proceed 122).
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Shame

Implicated in testimonio’s functionality is another affect of paramount im-
portance: shame. In the context of the national, Ahmed explains that an indi-
vidual enters into shame when the nation or community they identify with fails 
to live up to its ideals. Among “well-meaning individuals,” Ahmed observes, 
“shame can become a form of identification in the very failure of an identity to 
embody an ideal” (108-109). Consequently, it can serve as a mechanism for col-
lective action aimed at making the nation live up to its ideals. However, if shame 
is ever to be felt, wrongdoing must first be acknowledged. And here testimonio 
finds its function.

Testimonio positions itself against the state’s refusal to acknowledge any 
wrongdoing. During the bloodiest years of the civil conflict in Guatemala, which 
spanned from 1978 to 1985, the state maintained a pretense of absolute rectitude 
and lawfulness. The official story was that the Guatemalan military and secu-
rity forces were engaged in a national-stability project against terrorist action. 
Their purported objective was to defend democracy and protect the well-being 
of Guatemalans. As the minister of defense put it during a public forum in 1987, 
“We are the institution that strengthens democracy and the democratic system 
that the people of Guatemala have chosen” (Guatemalan Army 420).

But the reality was that the military regularly and brutally repressed many 
of those who sought to make Guatemala a true democracy: labor and human 
rights activists, journalists, teachers, university professors and students, and 
religious workers. In its scorched-earth campaign against guerrilla forces, the 
military killed or disappeared some 200,000 civilians, of which an estimated 
83 percent were Indigenous people. Efraín Ríos Montt, the army general who 
served as president of Guatemala from 1982 to 1983, justified the military’s 
murderous actions thus:

The guerrillas won over many Indian collaborators. Therefore, the Indians were sub-
versives, right? And how do you fight subversion? Clearly, you had to kill Indians 
because they were collaborating with subversion. And then they would say, “You’re 
massacring innocent people.” But they weren’t innocent. They had sold out to subver-
sion. (Qtd. in Booth 143)

This official version was so dominant in the military-controlled media that 
many urbanized Guatemalans did not realize that the counterinsurgency efforts 
were targeting entire Maya villages, and that these efforts had become indistin-
guishable from genocide. Outside Guatemala, in the public sphere, much less 
was known about the true nature of the military actions of the Guatemalan re-
gime.

By attesting to the brutality of the Guatemalan military’s actions, and there-
by exposing the failure of the Guatemalan state to live up to its democratic 
ideals, the testimonios of Menchú and Montejo implicate readers in a collec-
tive shame and guilt—whether it be for accepting the official version of the 
Guatemalan government or belonging to nations that have betrayed their own 
democratic ideals in their support of the Guatemalan government, or even for 
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having failed to do something to help set things right. The message is made clear 
in these testimonios: the people being persecuted by the military and the social 
system sanctioned by the state are not violent guerrilla agitators or terrorists but 
innocent and defenseless peasants and teachers, whose reasonable demands for 
decent living and working conditions are violently repressed.

These texts burden the reader with knowledge that gives the lie to the state’s 
official rhetoric. It is a knowledge meant to inspire shame among a broad swath 
of readers—within the isthmus and abroad—with the ultimate aim of moving 
them to action. For readers in the U.S., these texts harbor a special poignancy 
given the fact that the U.S. channeled millions of dollars in so-called soft aid to 
Guatemala’s military and covertly trained and assisted it in the scorched-earth 
counterinsurgency campaign that devastated the country.6 For readers in Guate-
mala, the matter is somewhat complicated. On one level, these texts force Gua-
temalan readers—specifically, urbanized middle- and upper-class ladinos—to 
acknowledge the appalling truth of their government’s counterinsurgency cam-
paign. On another level, the matter is complicated by the fact that the country’s 
deeply embedded history of racism dampened many Guatemalans’ reactions to 
the atrocities.7 Hence the need for the testimonial voice to be heard outside 
Guatemala.

That shame is an operative affect in testimonio is made evident in Monte-
jo’s narrative when he describes how a civil defense patrol, consisting of peas-
ants serving under duress, flogged and killed a young man named Jesús. Mon-
tejo was witness to this, and he explains that the patrol, acting “overzealously” 
and mostly “out of fear” (62), had captured the young man and delivered him to 
the army as a suspected subversive. In the custody of the army officer, Jesús was 
then forced to recite the Pater Noster, was publicly flogged by the patrollers, and 
was finally killed by the officer, who remarked: “Now it’s done” (64-66). After 
another peasant was beaten and executed by the civil patrol under the officer’s 
command, Montejo makes the following observation:

From that day I knew the attitude of this new officer who had washed his hands of the 
crime, so that he could claim that the army does not kill, that it is the Indian defenders 
who are doing the butchering… How astute of him! (67)

The resonance is clear: the killing of Jesús resembles the passion of Christ, 
who in the religious tradition bore the shame of the cross and took upon himself 
the punishment and shame that were due to humankind. But Jesús, the low-
ly Guatemalan peasant, was of course no divine figure; in his all-too-human 

6 It is estimated that, from 1979 to 1981, the U.S. sent over $60 million in economic assistance 
to the Guatemalan army (see Booth 142). Throughout the 1980s, it continued to receive funding 
from the U.S. via proxy countries, like Argentina, Taiwan, Israel, and private organizations, such 
as conservative evangelical churches (see Oglesby “Guatemalan Army”).
7 On this point, Elizabeth Oglesby explains that “Guatemalan society has devalued Indigenous 
lives since the colonial era. The fact that many of the soldiers under the army’s command were 
Mayan themselves led some Guatemalans to equate the violence with Mayan ‘savagery,’ drawing 
on long-held racist assumptions, even though there was sufficient evidence linking the massacres 
to the army’s high command” (“Denial” 909).
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world, he could not atone for the sins of others. His death brings shame not to 
the ‘crucified’ but to those who persecute the innocent, and to those who fail to 
stop them. Montejo’s testimonio makes use of the Christian story in order to 
shame Guatemalan society, not just for its sins of commission but for those of 
omission as well.

Love

But not everything was indignation and shame. Another key affect that 
many writers sought to induce in readers was love. In a sociopolitical and eco-
nomic system that seems hateful and unsympathetic toward large sectors of 
the population—particularly, the peasantry and the Indigenous—a politics that 
seeks justice and well-being for the populace easily assumes the form of a pol-
itics driven by love for fellow man and woman. As Dierdra Reber makes clear, 
love as an affect “establishes a bridge of empathy and care between self and oth-
er” and “serves as the catalyst for political intervention” (172, 173). By effacing 
the boundary between self and other, this politics of well-being has the capacity 
to bond individuals together into a community that then casts itself as warm, 
empathetic, and loving (see Reber 173). Here love gives shape to individual 
subjectivity through an identification with an ideal that is shared by a collective. 
As Ahmed also notes, this collective is one which coalesces just as much as a 
response to others who have failed that ideal (see 124).

While one could explore how testimonio employs love for community 
survival as a source of resistance and motivation against oppressive regimes, 
this article will now turn to another pivotal genre of resistance literature: poet-
ry. Central America has a long tradition of distinguished poets such as Rubén 
Darío, but it was during the armed conflicts of the twentieth century that poetry 
and poets in the region became more politically engaged. Poets such as Roque 
Dalton, Claribel Alegría, Otto René Castillo, Ernesto Cardenal, and Giocon-
da Belli have garnered considerable scholarly attention for their poetry, which 
demonstrates a profound commitment to the struggles for social justice in the 
region. Due to space constraints, this article will focus specifically on the polit-
ical uses of love in the works of Gioconda Belli, one of Nicaragua’s foremost 
writers.8

Belli’s work as a novelist and poet weaves together eroticism, womanhood, 
motherhood, and feminism with political resistance and the experience of guer-
rilla warfare. A principal theme throughout her work is that of love, and it is 
especially salient in the collection of poems Línea de fuego that was published 
in 1978 amidst the fervor of the Sandinista Revolution and was awarded the 

8 Belli became involved with the Sandinistas at a young age and worked with them through 
different phases of the revolution. She was, among other things, a clandestine informant, an 
international envoy, and a spokesperson for the movement. She has documented her memories 
about this time period in El país bajo mi piel (2001). Other Nicaraguan female poets who also 
participated in the struggle are Daisy Zamora, Michelle Najlis, Yolanda Blanco, Vidaluz Meneses, 
and Rosario Murillo. For a study of literary and political representations of gender during 
revolutionary processes, see Ileana Rodríguez’s Women, Guerrillas, and Love (1996).
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Casa de las Américas prize for poetry. In this short collection of poems, love is 
described as a force that unifies and mobilizes all men and women and defines 
the utopian outcome of the revolution. Some of the poems express a love of 
country and its natural landscape:

¡Ah, Nicaragua
vos sos mi hombre
con nombre de mujer!

Me gustás,
Me gustás en toda tu extensión de selva,
de valle y de montaña.
[...]
Estoy enamorada de vos,
perdidamente enamorada (26)

Other poems attempt to inspire love for all members of society, even for 
those who exploit the disenfranchised. In “Amo a los hombres y les canto,” the 
poetic voice uses anaphora to express its love for young idealists (“Amo a los 
jóvenes / desafiantes jinetes del aire”), for workers (“Amo a los obreros, / esos 
sudorosos gigantes morenos”), for peasants (“Amo a los campesinos / que no 
tienen más tractor que su brazo”), for poets (“Amo a los poetas –bellos ángeles 
lanzallamas–”), for women (“Amo a las mujeres desde su piel que es la mía”), 
and even for capitalist businessmen (“Amo, compasiva y tristemente, a los com-
plicados / hombres de negocios”) (42-43). In Línea de fuego love is another 
name for political solidarity and utopia. As one poem reads:

Usamos el derecho a la alegría,
a encontrar el amor
en la tierra lejana
y sentirnos dichosos
por haber hallado compañero
y compartir el pan, el dolor y la cama. (21)

The way in which all these invocations of love are mediated by the ideals 
of justice and well-being is vividly captured in the poem “La madre.” The poem 
describes how an ordinary mother who sings lullabies to her children morphs 
into a guerrillera who now sings songs of protest to the people:

La madre
se ha cambiado de ropa.
La falda se ha convertido en pantalón,
los zapatos en botas,
la cartera en mochila.
No canta ya canciones de cuna,
canta canciones de protesta. (34)

Here motherly love is presented as a duty to the nation, whose people have 
been oppressed by hunger, poverty, and violence (“bocas hambrientas,” “aceras 
polvosas,” “niños rotos”). The poem gains its rhetorical strength from the tradi-
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tional conception of the mother figure, whose most integral and enduring aspect 
is the love she has for her children. Drawing on this tradition, the revolutionary 
mother extends her love, and all that it entails—compassion, selflessness, and 
courage—to the “miles de bocas hambrientas” that she has “prendidas en los 
pechos.” In doing so, she becomes an allegorical figure, an embodiment of the 
true and legitimate nation that loves and nourishes its citizens. But the revolu-
tion is a struggle, and the political oppression is so widespread that at times she 
feels herself “incapaz de soportar tanto amor sobre los hombros.” Nevertheless, 
she responds to the cries of the oppressed (“ella responde a [...] ese griterío de 
pueblo que la llama”) knowing that the plight of others is also the plight of her 
children (34-35).

The poem leverages love in the service of political revolution by drawing 
from a conception of motherhood that has long been rooted in religious and 
political iconography. From the depictions of Mary nursing the Christ child to 
Honoré Daumier’s painting The Republic (1848), in which a semi-nude mother 
is nursing two toddlers, while a third child sits at her foot reading a book. She 
has been seen as a symbol of the French Second Republic. The mother figure 
has represented generosity and charity and has stood as a source of tenderness 
and welfare. Belli’s poem operates within this familiar framework. It hews to a 
tradition in which revolutionary women are defined as motherly figures to the 
nation.9 This is especially evident in the poem entitled “Engendraremos niños,” 
where the poetic motherly voice exalts childbearing as a virtue that is necessary 
for the advancement of the revolution (37). Throughout Línea de fuego, wom-
en’s concrete issues and experiences that do not fit within the patriarchal frame-
work are suppressed in favor of the larger revolutionary project. This tendency 
to suppress the incongruous dimensions of the female experience marks much 
of the work of her fellow revolutionary poets. As John Beverley and Marc Zim-
merman noted in their classic Literature and Politics in the Central American 
Revolutions, women writers such as Belli, insofar as they subsumed women’s 
issues to the revolution, were “consciously falling short of expressing fully the 
potential consciousness of liberated women in the new Nicaragua” (107; italics 
in the original).

These poems keep clear of anything that cannot be easily assimilated into 
our ideological frames of reference. They employ commonly shared concep-
tions of love as a binding force for political solidarity. The consensus they seek 
is thus based on a social form of love rather than an individually expressive 
one, such that a reader need not have experienced nationalistic or maternal love 
in order to identify with the emotions that Belli’s poems seek to arouse. The 
iconography and ethical ideals that Belli resorts to are so deeply embedded in 
the moral and cultural ambience of the late 1970s and early 80s that the reader’s 
affective response to certain images becomes reflexive, predictable, and in some 
cases even dutiful. By keeping within this “affective economy,” Belli’s poems 
steer clear of any strangeness that might unsettle the reader’s habits of judging 

9 On the use of women and motherhood as national allegories in Central American literature, see 
Padilla, specifically, the introduction and chapters 1 and 2.
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and feeling. Like the testimonios of Menchú and Montejo, their aim is to move 
readers to sympathy with the revolution, not disorient or alienate them. The 
politics informing the poems requires this.

Conclusion

By the 1990s, the political climate had changed dramatically. The Cold 
War had ended. Globally, it seemed as if Western liberal democracy had won 
out as the final form of human government—the end-point of mankind’s ideo-
logical evolution (see Fukuyama). The armed conflicts in Central America sud-
denly seemed like an anachronism, out of step with the larger global trend. The 
Contras war in Nicaragua was thus brought to an end in 1990; and in El Salva-
dor and Guatemala, peace accords were signed in 1992 and 1996, respectively. 
Throughout the region, military forces were demobilized, political structures 
were reformed, and programs for rebuilding the region as a neoliberal economy 
were vigorously implemented.

As part of the peacebuilding process, numerous social welfare policies 
were put into effect; and an array of truth commissions, human rights organiza-
tions, and ethics committees were established throughout the region. Suddenly, 
the onus for advocating for social change no longer fell on Central American 
writers and intellectuals. Nor was there any urgency to stir up the political con-
sciousness of the public. Progress was underway and was now in the hands 
of experts and technocrats trained in the latest social scientific knowledge and 
development policy. The master narrative that had provided purpose and valida-
tion to testimonio and resistance literature had dissipated.

Central America’s literature of resistance has since then lost much of its 
allure. And yet, there remains latent within it a certain unruly power still capa-
ble of appealing to readers, though not necessarily as intended by the authors 
or the causes they represented. Affect has always been a messy affair. How-
ever cleverly it is captured and orchestrated in any given text, there is always 
some excess or remainder. As Brian Massumi has stated, in the capturing of 
affect, “something remains unactualized, inseparable from but unassimilable to 
any particular, functionally anchored perspective” (38; italics in the original). 
This “unactualized” element, this part which remains outside one’s protocols of 
emotion and horizon of reception, can be profoundly disorienting and can have 
unpredictable effects.

Horacio Castellanos Moya’s novel Insensatez (2005) is masterful in the 
way it grasps this point. Although the protagonist works as the copyeditor of 
the testimonies of witnesses and survivors of genocide, ideologically and emo-
tionally, he stands apart from those who work in the human rights arena. Unlike 
his colleagues, he does not view the suffering voiced in the testimonies as a 
trauma that needs to be healed, or as a problem that needs to be resolved so that 
Central American society can move on. Instead, what matters to him about the 
testimonies are the “joyas poéticas” he finds in their language—those moments 
or intensities of affect that don’t seem to fit within his ethical and emotional 
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grammar. He is taken not by the testimonios’ appeal to Western assumptions 
and values, but by their incantatory and poetic power. They destabilize him and 
eventually thrust him into a fit of paranoia and delusion, such that he finds him-
self reliving the traumas of the testimonies in his possession, to the point that he 
no longer recognizes himself in the mirror.10

Certainly the novel is hyperbolic, but it speaks to the special, unactualized 
potency that remains latent in a literature that has lost much of its allure. It is 
also significant that this novel highlights the way in which testimonial narratives 
from the past can still strike an emotional chord in a postwar society whose vio-
lent, media-saturated, and market-driven nature has had a deleterious, numbing 
effect on people’s affective capacities. As this article has explored, the moving 
power of the literature of resistance in Central America was not just in its call 
for action and denunciation of human rights violations. Its enduring power lies 
in the ways it harnesses affect—especially indignation, shame, and love—to 
emotionally and cognitively move readers to defend the fundamental human 
rights of the oppressed.
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