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Abstract: 

‘International accompaniers’ use their physical presence as a form of non-violent intervention to 
deter political violence against local human rights defenders. Threatened members of Guatemala’s civil 
society have relied on accompaniment as part of their security strategy since the early 1980s. 
Approximately one thousand volunteers from a dozen countries have accompanied in Guatemala. 

International accompaniment has been a key component of the effort to prosecute former military 
general and president Efraín Ríos Montt and other perpetrators of mass human rights violations in 
Guatemala. Victim witnesses and their legal counsel have included accompaniment as part of their 
protection strategy since 2000. Important questions have nonetheless been raised with respect to 
accompaniment’s effectiveness as a tool for protection, and the possibility that accompaniment reinforces 
power inequalities. An exploration of these questions in the context of the Guatemala genocide trial may 
shed light on how accompaniment could be used in other countries where the prosecution of human rights 
atrocities depends on witness testimony. 
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Introduction 
‘International accompaniers’ use their physical presence as a form of non-violent intervention to 

deter political violence against local human rights defenders. Threatened members of Guatemala’s civil 
society have relied on accompaniment as part of their security strategy since the early 1980s. 1 
Approximately one thousand volunteers from a dozen countries have accompanied in Guatemala.2  

Accompaniment in Guatemala has its origins in the work of Peace Brigades International (PBI), 
which began accompanying activists and civil society organizations at the height of the armed conflict.3 
It also has its origins in the refugee return process: in 1992, around 500,000 Guatemalan refugees 
negotiated a provision in an accord with the Guatemalan government that stipulated their right to 
accompaniment during and after their organized return from Mexico, a process that took place from 1992 
to 1999 and involved eighteen accompaniment organizations.4 

More recently, accompaniment has been a key component of the security strategy of witnesses 
involved in the prosecution of perpetrators of mass human rights violations. In 2000, four years after the 
signing of peace accords, witnesses of the military’s scorched earth campaign formed the Association 
for Justice and Reconciliation (AJR)5 and, together with the Centre for Human Rights Legal Action 
(CALDH), filed collective charges of genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes in Guatemala’s 
Public Ministry against former military dictators Romeo Lucas García and Ríos Montt and their military 
high commands.6 Recognizing the security risks involved in these cases, AJR and CALDH requested 
accompaniment. Several accompaniment groups responded and formed the umbrella organization 
ACOGUATE. In 2013, Guatemala’s then Attorney General, Claudia Paz y Paz, stated that 
accompaniment was ‘the most effective way to ensure the safety of the witnesses’.7 

Despite the need for a witness protection strategy, important questions have nonetheless been raised 
with respect to accompaniment’s effectiveness as a tool for witness protection, and the possibility that 
accompaniment reinforces the same power inequalities it seeks to address. The aim of this article is to 
explore these questions in the context of ACOGUATE’s accompaniment work.  

We begin by presenting the idea of accompaniment as deterrence and solidarity, and by outlining 
Gada Mahrouse’s compelling critique of this idea. We then provide a theoretical framework based in the 
work of Michel Foucault and apply it to two case studies. We use insights from the case studies to support 
our argument that accompaniment’s effectiveness as a tool for the protection of witnesses depends on its 
ability to accommodate the multiple ways in which the witnesses conceive of security and their position 
within webs of interconnected power dynamics. We use this argument to put Mahrouse’s critique in 
perspective and highlight how accompaniment in Guatemala is relevant for other situations where the 
prosecution of human rights atrocities depends on witness testimony.  

Both authors of this article are former accompaniers in Guatemala. 8 We rely heavily on our 
personal observations and the first-person accounts of our colleagues in the field. This article does not, 
however, reflect the view of any accompaniment organization. 
 
International protective accompaniment: its theory, limitations and critics 

The AJR represents survivors from twenty-three massacres. ACOGUATE’s team of approximately 
twenty volunteers accompanies AJR members in five remote regions of Guatemala.9 The AJR attracted 
widespread international attention in 2013 when Ríos Montt and his former chief of military intelligence, 
José Mauricio Rodríguez Sánchez, stood trial in Guatemala for genocide and other gross human rights 
violations against the Maya-Ixil people.10 In many ways, the trial was the culmination of a decades-long 
process to seek ‘justice for genocide’, a process which included legal proceedings inside and outside of 
Guatemala.     

AJR members are generally characterized as ‘human rights defenders working on truth and justice 
issues related to the armed conflict’.11 According to one report, this group of defenders was targeted in 
over 1,200 attacks – including death threats, surveillance and homicide – between January 2000 and 
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September 2014. 12  The vulnerability of the AJR members is further compounded by the fact that 
Guatemala has among the highest homicide and impunity rates in Latin America.13 

To lessen this vulnerability, international accompaniment organizations in Guatemala generally 
endorse the theory of deterrence developed by Liam Mahony and Luis Enrique Eguren to support and 
advance PBI’s work. According to this theory, deterrence in the human rights context means ‘threatening 
sufficient negative consequences to frighten the aggressor into not committing the human rights 
violation’.14 In cases where the violation directly or indirectly implicates a State, negative consequences 
usually imply some form of economic or political cost, such as trade sanctions, diplomatic 
embarrassment or international condemnation.15  

Mahony and Eguren acknowledge that the cause and effect relationship between accompaniment 
and deterrence is difficult to measure. This is, in part, because of the complex array of variables and 
actors involved in any human rights situation. This means that accompaniment ‘cannot directly threaten 
very much’.16 It can, however, represent ‘a hint – a suggestion that a series of consequences may occur’.17  

Mahony and Eguren identify deterrence as the main function of accompaniment. Two other 
important functions are encouragement and solidarity. In Eguren’s words, accompaniment fulfils ‘a 
strengthening function: international presence means help at a human level, an endorsement with a 
certain capacity to legitimize before the eyes of the individual and society the activities picked out for 
repression’. 18  Kathryn Anderson echoes this point. She sees accompaniment as deeply rooted in 
solidarity, whereas solidarity is ‘based on the bond of mutual relationship’.19 

Protective accompaniment nonetheless has several important limitations. First, the aggressors are 
not always State actors, nor are they always concerned with the potential costs of their actions. Sometimes 
the benefits of committing the human rights violation outweigh the potential costs.20 In these cases, 
accompaniment can give human rights defenders a false sense of security that aggravates rather than 
mitigates risk. Furthermore, just as accompaniment can help legitimize certain activities, its absence can 
stigmatize others. Because accompaniers must follow Guatemalan law and cannot accompany activities 
that might be considered illegal, they could not, for example, accompany land rights activists during an 
‘illegal’ land occupation.21 

Aside from the above limitations, there is also a more fundamental critique that accompaniment 
discursively reinforces power inequalities. This concern is raised frequently among accompaniers, and 
cited in much of the recent literature on protective accompaniment.22 For the purposes of this article, we 
will briefly explore the argument put forth by Mahrouse in her book Conflicted commitments.  

Mahrouse argues that accompaniment—insofar as it involves deploying a white presence from the 
global North to protect vulnerable people in the global South23— is ‘fraught with contradictions and 
paradoxes with respect to race and power’. 24  For Mahrouse, ‘[c]onventional tropes of imperialist 
benevolence profoundly shape [accompaniment] and are in turn, perpetuated through it’.25 She locates 
the problem in current approaches to transnational solidarity that unquestioningly rely on liberal, 
universal and ‘naively idealistic’ principles that ‘fortify existing power relations’ rather than disrupt or 
challenge them.26 

Mahrouse’s claim that accompaniment reinforces white hegemony raises the question of whether 
people from the global North should participate in accompaniment at all.27 Mahrouse argues they should, 
provided they are better equipped to take responsibility for the ways in which they are implicated in the 
inequalities they seek to end. One way to do this is to conceptualise accompaniment in terms of 
‘principled pragmatism’ rather than solidarity. This means realizing that those who request 
accompaniment do so understanding that it is embedded within a racialized system. Their request is not 
a call for ‘cross-border intimacy or friendships’ but a calculated response to a situation where few 
alternatives exist.28 Reconceived in this sense, accompaniment is not ‘heroic or revolutionary in any 
sense, but rather is a terribly troubled role put in place through white supremacy and made necessary 
only because of the urgency of certain global crises’.29  
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Mahrouse’s main practical prescription is thus that accompaniers should exercise a higher degree 
of reflexivity. This implies that the liberal underpinnings of accompaniment are unravelled ‘in order to 
transcend the usual presuppositions about the unquestioned goodness of those who advocate for universal 
rights’.30 In practical terms, this also implies that accompaniment organizations frame their intervention 
in ‘explicitly anti-colonial’, ‘anti-imperialistic’ and ‘anti-patriarchal’ terms. Only then can 
accompaniment be coherent with ‘truly transformative decolonizing solidarity practices’.31 
 
Theoretical framework: reflexivity and arterial and capillary power  

This article approaches the problem identified by Mahrouse from a different perspective. We 
restate the problem as follows: to the extent that accompaniment mobilises discourses that are embedded 
in transnational power structures, its effectiveness is in tension with its ability to also challenge 
inequalities within these power structures. We agree with Mahrouse that accompaniers cannot resolve 
this tension, and that a higher degree of reflexivity better equips them to negotiate it.  

Where our argument differs from that of Mahrouse is with respect to the perspective from which 
the accompaniers should be reflexive. Our understanding of reflexivity is rooted in the work of Michel 
Foucault and refers to the act of being ‘engaged in a thought that challenges the very ground from which 
[one] thinks’.32 Reflexivity is inherently elusive: it is not something that can be achieved, but is an 
ongoing process. Part of being reflexive is actively seeking to understand ‘the sources and consequences’ 
of one’s actions.33 

We understand ‘the ground from which one thinks’ as synonymous with one’s location within a 
ubiquitous web of power. The perspective from which one analyzes this location has particular 
consequences for his or her practical options. If we imagine the web of power as a bloodstream, there are 
two major dimensions: the ‘arterial’ dimension and the ‘capillary’ dimension.34 The former represents 
the overarching power structures. The latter represents the power relations inherent in everyday human 
interactions. Therefore, in our view, reflexivity can entail understanding one’s location in the arterial 
dimension or in the capillary dimension of power. The capillary dimension is missing from Mahrouse’s 
analysis. 

In what follows, we adopt particular understandings of the terms ‘security’ and ‘identity’.  
Following Megan Mackenzie, we understand security as a continuous concern rather than in terms of 
‘security flashes’. 35 Our understanding of identity is informed by an agonistic conceptualization of 
politics,36 which considers the identity of subjects and social relations to be mutually constituted. This 
view emphasizes the contingency and contestability not just of political arrangements but of the identities 
and social relations that make these arrangements possible and reproduce and naturalize them. 
Accordingly, normative values and criteria are and should remain the product of political struggles.37 
Our understanding of identity is further informed by Diane Nelson, who argues that social interactions 
in Guatemala’s context and legacy of political violence are characterized by continual negotiations of 
identities, with people understanding and representing themselves in multiple and possibly contradictory 
ways.38  

The two cases studies below provide insights into the nature of ACOGUATE’s relationship with 
the people and groups they accompany and the power networks in which they are all embedded. The first 
case study explores the role of accompaniment in a situation defined by arterial power dynamics. In the 
second, longer case study, the capillary dimensions of power are comparatively more determinant. 
 
Case study one: arterial power and the threats in Plan de Sánchez 

ACOGUATE has been accompanying AJR members in several communities in Rabinal, Baja 
Verapaz since the early 2000s. The communities are rural and remote – in some cases, a ten-hour bus 
ride from Guatemala City. They are mainly populated by Maya-Achí campesinos who speak little 
Spanish. Accompaniers trek long hours between communities to visit AJR members in their homes. They 
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accompany them to meetings, public events and legal proceedings, but also in such day-to-day activities 
as tending to their fields.  

Several AJR members live in the community of Plan de Sánchez, where on 18 July 1982 the 
Guatemalan Army and Civil Defense Patrols (PACs)39 massacred 268 people.40 In October 1996, AJR 
and CALDH presented a complaint before the Inter-American human rights system. On 29 April 2004, 
the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACtHR) found the Guatemalan State liable for the massacre 
and ordered it to investigate, prosecute and punish those individually responsible.41 The IACtHR ruling 
triggered a series of attacks against AJR and CALDH.42 This case provides an example of a complex and 
uncertain accompaniment scenario that was, at the same time, still very intelligible because it involved 
the kinds of arterial power dynamics that accompaniment was designed to address. 

A first wave of attacks began on 14 July, when the home of CALDH’s director, Edda Gaviola, was 
broken into. Her house was broken into a second time on 15 July. On 16 July, CALDH’s head office in 
Guatemala City was broken into, despite being under twenty-four-hour precautionary police 
surveillance.43 On 17 July, a witness in Plan de Sánchez found a box near his home. It contained a tear 
gas canister and a message that read: ‘Soon you will be dead, for being witness to the massacre of Plan 
de Sánchez and for being responsible for the conviction of the State of Guatemala’.44   

A second wave of attacks began on 30 July with bomb threats at CALDH’s head office and at the 
offices of Guatemala’s Human Rights Ombudsman (PDH). On 1 August, a handwritten death threat was 
left in CALDH’s regional office in Rabinal. The note named the same witness from Plan de Sánchez, as 
well as CALDH’s spokesperson Miguel Angel Albizures, other CALDH staff and ACOGUATE 
accompaniers. Between 8 and 9 August, three death threats were called into the community phone in 
Plan de Sánchez, one of which also mentioned the accompaniers.45 One month later, Mario Minera, a 
member of CALDH’s coordination team, was temporarily abducted at gunpoint in Guatemala City.46 
Lastly, on 25 September, the home of another member of CALDH’s coordinating team was burglarized.47 

In response to the attacks, CALDH, among other things, filed complaints with the police and PDH 
and requested that the United Nations Verification Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA) follow up.  
Amnesty International issued two urgent actions requesting that letters of concern be sent to Guatemalan 
authorities.48 For its part, ACOGUATE increased the number of accompaniers and the length of their 
presence in Plan de Sánchez and in CALDH’s offices. It conducted meetings with government agencies, 
international organizations and embassies to express concern for the security of AJR members and 
CALDH personnel. Furthermore, ACOGUATE’s member organizations activated local networks in each 
of their respective countries urging people to take action.   

This combination of responses seems to have had positive results. The attacks stopped and there 
were small advances in the police and PDH investigations. Local police officers were eventually 
implicated in some of the attacks but no charges were ever laid.  

The lack of any thorough investigation means that we can only hypothesize as to the authors of the 
attacks and their objectives. The pattern, however, appears to point to a single, carefully-planned 
operation involving different targets in different geographical locations. There is evidence that 
communications and movements were monitored. Local assets—such as the police officers—were 
mobilized at different moments, and some parts of the operation—such as the break-ins and 
kidnapping—required special skills. It is unlikely that the objective of the operation was to affect 
outcomes at the IACtHR level since the ruling had already taken place; it is more likely that it was aimed 
at limiting the impact of the ruling on impunity in Guatemala, especially with respect to similar high-
profile cases lingering in Guatemala’s domestic judicial system.49 

While the operation had the immediate effect of distracting AJR and CALDH from their efforts to 
promote justice, it did not succeed in discouraging them altogether. And while AJR and CALDH were 
the direct targets, there may have been political objectives that went beyond the effects on them. Indeed, 
there is reason to believe that government actors may have been the indirect targets of the attacks.  
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In 2004, Óscar Berger became president of Guatemala, marking a return to power of certain 
segments of Guatemala’s economic elite whose interests required that Guatemala normalize its 
international relations.50 To ensure this, Berger had to demonstrate openness to human rights issues, 
which he did by offering government positions to prominent human rights defenders.  

One such defender was Frank LaRue, who Berger named President of the Presidential Human 
Rights Commission (COPREDEH).51 LaRue had helped found CALDH in the early 1990s and had 
served as its director from 1993 until 2004. As president of COPREDEH, he worked towards establishing 
a UN Commission for the Investigation of Illegal Groups and Clandestine Security Structures 
(CICIACS). He also formally accepted the Guatemalan State’s responsibility for the Plan de Sánchez 
massacre before the IACtHR. These kinds of actions likely increased fear among some factions that the 
government’s normalization strategy would translate into more direct threats to their power, including 
concrete challenges to the systems of impunity in Guatemala and to the post-war negationist discourse.52 
The attacks may have constituted a warning that this would not be tolerated and that it could cost the 
government substantial support from its own bases in the oligarchy53 and military establishment. 

What does this case study indicate about the interaction between accompaniment’s effectiveness 
and its mobilization of discourses embedded in transnational power structures? How do we understand 
reflexivity in this context?  

First, the case study illustrates the complex power dynamics at play in an accompaniment scenario. 
In this case, the dynamics were nonetheless intelligible to the accompaniers: they were relatively easy to 
untangle and identify because they largely pertained to the arterial dimension where power flows between 
the Guatemalan government, economic elites, the IACtHR, the international community and so on. 
Analyzing the arterial dimension of power is an integral part of the accompaniers’ training and their work 
in the field. 

Second, the case study also illustrates how, when arterial power dynamics are at play, accompaniers 
mobilise— and in doing so help to reinforce—certain corresponding discourses. In explaining their 
presence, for example, they reference respect for ‘universal human rights’. While meeting with their 
embassies they reference ‘rule of law’ and call for ‘international intervention’.54 

The fact that arterial power dynamics were at play means that the degree of accompanier reflexivity 
is tied to their willingness and ability to locate their position within the arterial dimension, to recognize 
that their position and the practical options it affords are sourced in global historical events, and to 
identify how their actions will have consequences in terms of power. Indeed, the ACOGUATE 
accompaniers present during the attacks on Plan de Sánchez exhibited a healthy degree of reflexivity. In 
the words of one accompanier:   

For several months I had wondered about the value of our presence in Rabinal. Does having four 
more gringos [Westerners] sleeping in town five nights out of the week really make anyone safer? 
The two products of my presence I could identify were that I was learning a few things about 
Guatemala, and people felt that ‘there [was] someone with us’. ... [T]he threats gave me some relief 
from reflecting on those doubts. At the same time, I realize that we are not meant to throw ourselves 
in front of a bullet, and that one of the most important unifying themes in our training was to break 
us out of the ‘Westerner as savior’ vision.55   
The case study also provides a reference point: it is a relatively straightforward and uncomplicated 

‘textbook’ scenario where the threats were clear and a response was necessary. It serves as contrast for 
the next case study, which explores accompaniment in a context where the capillary power dimension is 
more determinant.  
 
Case study two: capillary power and the daily negotiation of identities in Ilom 

In the history of ACOGUATE’s accompaniment of AJR members, events like those in Plan de 
Sánchez have been relatively rare. As the above quotation indicates, accompaniers may spend more time 
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grappling with boredom and uncertainty than fear or illusions of heroism. It is common for new 
accompaniers to question the need for their presence in communities where ‘nothing is happening’.56 
This doubt is often compounded by isolation, culture shock, lack of knowledge of the local Mayan 
language and the absence of material comforts. 

As events in Ilom in 2003 illustrate, in post-war Guatemala situations can nonetheless become 
dangerous without clear threats or sophisticated intelligence operations, and for reasons and in ways that 
are not always intelligible to accompaniers. 

Ilom is a community of approximately 600 families—most of whom are Maya-Ixil campesinos—
situated in the Ixil region of the El Quiché department in the western highlands. On 23 March 1982, 
approximately forty soldiers, accompanied by twenty PACs from the neighboring village La Perla, 
entered the community. They gathered some 2,000 villagers, separated the men from the women and 
killed fifty-five men whose names they read from a list. The community was pillaged and burned and the 
survivors were relocated in neighbouring villages. They were forced to work for a local landowner and 
all male survivors were forced to enroll in the PAC. In March 1983, a military detachment was installed 
in Ilom and the community was rebuilt.57  

Ilom is home to seven AJR members. It can take two days to get there from Guatemala City, 
travelling by bus, by pick-up truck and on foot. This trip is made longer because AJR members are 
prohibited from using certain private access roads due to land disputes with a local landowner—the same 
one they were forced to work for after the massacre.58 

The events that transpired in Ilom in 2003 are best understood in the context of national and 
regional political developments. At the national level, Alfonso Portillo had been president since 1999 
and his party, the Guatemalan Republican Front (FRG), had a majority in Congress. It was clear, 
however, that the real ‘power behind the throne’ was Ríos Montt, the FRG’s founder and general 
secretary.59 The FRG wanted Ríos Montt elected president in 200360 and, to this end, began mobilizing 
former members of the PACs.  

The PACs were civil patrols created under the Lucas García regime in 1981 and formally 
dismantled in the 1996 Peace Accords. Patrulleros were typically rural indigenous men between the ages 
of sixteen and sixty, most of whom were forcibly conscripted by the army under threat of severe penalty 
or death and made to follow military orders. Their numbers ranged from 500,000 to 1,300,00061 and their 
official purpose was to ‘help the army defeat the guerilla in the countryside’. In doing so, they were 
involved in many of the worst abuses of the armed conflict, including massacres such as that in Ilom.62 

The PACs were a powerful means of social control. By making indigenous people both the 
instruments and primary targets of the army’s counterinsurgency plan, they ensured that patrulleros had 
conflicting identities.63 They were victims and perpetrators, but not all in the same way and not all to the 
same degree. And they were not only victims or perpetrators: as Nelson explains, one’s identity and the 
criteria for that identity are impacted by armed conflict in a myriad of ways. In the years following the 
Peace Accords, ex-patrulleros also became the focus of competing political discourses which assigned 
them different political identities.64 In many indigenous communities, the negotiation of this ensemble 
of identities is a daily undertaking, one that is linked to the possibility of collective action and to other 
political, religious, moral or material concerns. 

FRG officials were well aware of the ex-patrulleros’ complex system of identities and attempted 
to use it to their advantage. In 2002, they mobilised tens of thousands of ex-patrulleros across Guatemala 
around the issue of compensation for the ‘work’ the PACs performed during the armed conflict,65 a tactic 
which fed into their broader strategy to re-elect Ríos Montt. ACOGUATE documented how this tactic 
played out at the regional level. 

According to accompanier reports, by September 2002 most communities in the Ixil region had 
been visited by FRG party officials. Local committees had been established and former PAC 
commanders were put in charge of preparing lists of the ex-patrulleros who deserved compensation. The 
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renewed protagonism of the former PAC commanders and the pro-FRG/Ríos Montt discourse upset and 
insulted many AJR members, even those who were also ex-patrulleros.66 According to them, ex-PAC 
assemblies were taking on a tone reminiscent of the armed conflict. When AJR members asked ironically 
whether ‘destroying cornfields, burning houses, killing animals, [and] killing people [could be 
considered] “work”’, their question sparked heated disputes and, at times, physical confrontation.67 

The meetings held in the Ixil region had two recurring themes: first, that a payment of 20,000 
quetzales68 would be made to each ex-patrullero in two installments, one before and one after the 2003 
general election, and only in the event that the FRG won; and second, that delay of the first installment 
was the fault of ‘MINUGUA, PDH ... and Rigoberta Menchú’. A general warning that ‘the human rights 
people’69 should not meddle was often verbalized. While this stigmatized and intimidated local and 
national opponents of the FRG, it also served to assuage the growing suspicion among ex-patrulleros 
that they were being manipulated by the FRG for electoral purposes.70  

On 26 January 2003, the FRG-appointed Governor of El Quiché and Manuel Asicona, an FRG 
mayoral candidate and former PAC commander, visited Ilom. According to AJR members, 71  the 
Governor said that ‘the money [for the compensation was] available but that the payment could not be 
made because of CALDH’.72 A first payment of 5,000 quetzales was promised by the end of March.73  

The members of AJR alerted CALDH and ACOGUATE to the Governor’s discourse. CALDH sent 
a letter to President Portillo signed by Frank LaRue (CALDH’s executive director at the time) and copied 
to PDH, MINUGUA and members of the diplomatic community. The letter asked Portillo to order the 
Governor to clarify in Ilom that CALDH could not be made responsible for any lack of payment. 
Throughout February, CALDH held several follow-up meetings with UN Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, MINUGUA and various embassy officials. ACOGUATE, for its part, 
also held meetings with local authorities and embassies, and circulated calls for urgent action throughout 
the networks of its member organizations. 74 

In response, the PDH contacted the local police department. On 27 April, two police officers 
arrived in Ilom, claiming they were there by order of the Ministry of the Interior and because of ‘the 
human rights people’.75 They met with the local Deputy Mayor76 and the former PAC commander but, 
according to police reports, within a matter of minutes a few hundred ex-patrulleros gathered, detained 
the police officers, demanded that ‘those who denounced the Governor be identified’ and claimed they 
‘were going to take justice into their own hands’.77 They redacted the following memorandum for the 
Minister of the Interior, which they sent with the police officers the following day:  

The information submitted to your office by Mr. FRANK LARUE ... alleging violations of law and 
order by the Governor of El Quiché is totally false … The only [human rights people] in our 
community are two foreigners to whom we provide all services such as room and board and who 
are respected throughout the community ... Therefore we demand that the Central Government emit 
the payment without further delays or excuses … . We thus ask that you do not process the 
complaint [against the Governor] ... because it harms our community ... . Ilom, 27 April 2003.78 
The memorandum was signed by several dozen villagers. Other villagers, including the AJR 

members, objected to this interpretation of events. They, in turn, were accused of being responsible for 
the ex-patrulleros not receiving their payment in the first place. The situation grew extremely tense and 
death threats were uttered against AJR members.  

The local PDH eventually convened a meeting in Ilom for 5 March, the purpose of which was to 
‘clarify the situation’ with the ex-patrulleros.79 Asicona and representatives from the Governor’s office 
and the President’s Conflict Unit agreed to attend the meeting, likely because the situation in Ilom had 
garnered considerable diplomatic attention. They were joined in Ilom by representatives from CALDH, 
ACOGUATE and the PDH. While several hundred ex-patrulleros waited outside, the visitors met with, 
among others, the Deputy Mayor, the former PAC commander and AJR members. All of the ex-
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patrulleros were dressed in their formal traditional clothing, which included white pants, blue shirt, straw 
hat and machete. The FRG and government officials were visibly nervous. 

The results of the day-long meeting shed light on the complex, everyday negotiation of identities 
taking place in Ilom. According to the minutes of the meeting, the participants came to an understanding 
that: CALDH was not responsible for the lack of payment to the ex-patrulleros; there were no legal 
actions against the Governor or Ilom’s ex-patrulleros; there would be no violence against AJR members; 
and the accompaniers cared about the human rights situation of Ilom as a whole.80  

What insights can we derive from this case study with respect to accompaniment’s effectiveness 
and the mobilization of discourses embedded in transnational power structures?  

First, this case study highlights the fact that arterial and capillary dynamics, though interconnected, 
sometimes operate according to different logics. This has consequences for accompaniment and for its 
main function, deterrence. At the arterial level, the FRG’s strategy to re-elect Ríos Montt produced 
animosity towards human rights defenders, and ACOGUATE mobilised resources in response. As the 
situation unfolded, however, the capillary negotiation of identities in Ilom became increasingly relevant. 
Regular deterrence mechanisms did not apply: reference to ‘universal human rights’, ‘international 
intervention’, etc. does not resonate in the same way with villagers in Ilom as it does with Guatemalan 
authorities.  

Second, accompaniment’s effectiveness as a tool for protection thus needs to be reconsidered in 
terms of capillary power dynamics. The meeting held on 5 March made clear that the accompaniers’ 
presence had as much to do with preserving the AJR members’ political space and dignity within their 
community as it did with conventional notions of protection and security. By forcing the FRG to return 
with a modified discourse, AJR members were able to prove to their community that people in Ilom 
could influence outcomes and had more political options than they previously thought. Through their 
relationship with ACOGUATE, AJR members forced open a political process that the FRG had aimed 
to foreclose. 

Third, accompaniment’s role also needs to be reconsidered in relation to long-term transitional 
processes. Achieving justice for genocide in Guatemala extends beyond the 2013 trial of Ríos Montt: 
beneath the high-profile courtroom drama, far from international headlines, there have been almost 
imperceptible shifts in how people in post-conflict Guatemala now account for what is possible and what 
is impossible. In the words of Antonio Caba Caba, an AJR member from Ilom:  

Many people in the community and everywhere thought that it could not be done. They resented 
us for getting involved in this, but then they saw that it was possible. Now we are congratulated in 
the community for what we have achieved, for the fact that Ríos Montt spent even two days in jail. 
... In Ilom, we still suffer manipulation from the powers that be. They continue with other forms of 
genocide. The ruling demonstrated that this is a good path for us. It has encouraged people to 
organize.81 
According to interviews with AJR members, continued ACOGUATE accompaniment during this 

process provided comfort and encouragement when security concerns challenged the AJR members’ 
resolve;82 but also when the prospects of formal justice seemed particularly remote, absurd or futile.83 
This suggests that, beyond deterrence, accompaniment is useful inasmuch as it is able to accommodate 
the accompanieds’ own, open-ended conception of security, which is closely interwoven with notions of 
dignity, autonomy, self-identification, and with struggles for making collective action possible on a day-
to-day basis.  

What, then, does it mean to be reflexive in this context?  
Mahrouse emphasises ‘the uneasy inner struggles’ that result from the contradiction between the 

accompaniers’ motivations and their reliance on hegemonic power structures. 84  In our analysis, 
reflexivity should not only address this contradiction but also the feelings of uselessness that arise from 
the accompaniers’ relative exile from power. Foucault says that power is everywhere, but Ilom and Plan 
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de Sánchez are far from the centres of power. While accompaniers usually come equipped with tools and 
ideas—such as deterrence—designed with arterial power dynamics in mind, on the ground they are 
confronted with their limited capacity to perceive and interpret their capillary ramifications. While 
visiting remote communities, accompaniers sometimes express a sense of missing out on the 
‘determinant battles’ fought in courtrooms, the IACtHR, the UN, etc. They feel ‘in part relieved’ when 
a security incident ‘finally’ comes up.85 In fact, the unglamorous nature of accompaniment work has 
been central to ACOGUATE’s difficulties in maintaining a complete team at times when Guatemala was 
far from international headlines. 

This has very practical implications. As mentioned above, reflexivity is elusive. Framing 
accompaniment, as Mahrouse proposes, in an ‘explicitly anti-colonial’, ‘anti-imperialistic’ and ‘anti-
patriarchal’ narrative is problematic if it leads accompaniers to reify and simplify the accompanieds’ 
political standpoint in ways that would not respect the open-endedness of their identities and struggles. 
As agonistic concepts of democracy would suggest, reflexivity should rather lead accompaniers to remain 
agnostic on the terms in which the accompanied conceive of their political struggles. The question they 
should ask themselves, using Stanley Cavell’s words, should thus be the following: ‘How do we attend 
to the strange multiplicity of political voices and activities without distorting them or disqualifying them 
in the very way we approach them?’.86 

 
Conclusion 

The Plan de Sánchez case study exemplifies a situation where accompaniment organizations 
mobilize discursive resources embedded in unequal transnational power structures. It also shows how 
fluid, complex and dynamic these power relationships can be. To the extent that these relationships are 
intelligible to accompaniers, it is easier for them to take informed action. This is not to say, however, that 
the tension between accompaniment’s effectiveness and its ability to challenge power inequalities is 
resolved. Nor is it to say that accompaniers are willfully blind to the tension. Rather, the problem lies in 
their ability to find more effective ways to act upon these transnational structures.  

The Ilom case study, on the other hand, exemplifies a situation where capillary power relationships 
impact accompaniment’s effectiveness and usefulness. The fact that these power relationships are less 
intelligible for accompaniers has, in our view, very different practical implications in terms of how 
reflexivity is to be exercised. As noted earlier, Mahrouse suggests that international accompaniment 
would only be warranted, from the perspective of the people accompanied, in ‘cases of emergency’—
when its inherent reinforcing of hegemony is outweighed by its immediate protective effect. The Ilom 
case study relativizes this claim: if we consider the capillary power dynamics to be relevant, and if those 
are generally less intelligible to accompaniers, then we must accept that it is not possible to determine ex 
ante what a principled pragmatic approach consists of from the accompanieds’ point of view.   

‘Justice’ comes in multiple forms—through the formal justice system, or in more local and 
symbolic terms. It may express itself in subtle shifts in the power relations at play in remote, rural, 
indigenous communities in Guatemala’s highlands. These shifts, however, can aggregate in 
unpredictable and transformative ways: there is no telling when these everyday negotiations of power 
and identity might acquire national or global relevance. By coming to terms with their sense of exile 
from arterial power and by recognizing the vital importance of what seems at first incomprehensible, 
international accompaniers in similar contexts can perhaps better contribute to these processes. 
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