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Introduction 

In the aftermath of  atrocities it was once common to sacrifice justice for peace.  Pros-
ecutions were often thought to be too risky in situations of  fragile peace. Uruguayan 
voters, for example, upheld an amnesty for military officers who committed human 
rights abuses because people were afraid that prosecutions would destabilize the 

democratic government and result in a return to military rule.1 In this approach to a peace 
process, the relationship between peace and justice is characterized as a trade off: peace 
versus justice. “The grim reality is that in order to obtain peace, negotiations must be held 
with the very leaders who frequently are the ones who committed, ordered, or allowed 
terrible crimes to be committed. Thus, the choice presented to negotiators is whether to 
have peace or justice.”2

	M ore recently, however, the notion that a society must choose between one or the other 
has been challenged. Peace, experts write, “negotiated in the absence of  the pursuit of  jus-
tice will be worth little more than the paper an ensuing peace agreement is written on.”3 
The concept of  “lasting peace,” which is viewed as necessarily requiring elements of  jus-
tice, suggests the relationship between the two be characterized as peace and justice.
	T he move from peace versus justice to peace and justice is an important one, empow-
ering internal and external actors alike to challenge the notion that the past must be bur-
ied in order to move on. From healing and overcoming official denial to countering the 
culture of  impunity and minimizing vigilante justice, the results of  pursuing justice, which 
strengthens peace, are increasingly well understood. Ultimately, however, peace versus 
justice/peace and justice is a false dichotomy which does not capture how peace and jus-
tice interact in the actual peace processes. A peace process, in this article, is understood to 
mean both the efforts of  the parties, external actors, and civil society to reach a peace 
agreement and the subsequent efforts to bring that peace off  the page and into reality.
This article suggests the interactions between peace and justice are more accurately cap-
tured with the image of  a Venn diagram (see Figure 1). Certain aspects of  a peace process 
do further the causes of  both peace and justice (depicted in the overlap of  the two circles). 
Of  those aspects designed purely to achieve peace, some are at odds with justice, for ex-
ample, amnesties. Because creating peace is more than administering justice, which is why 
the peace circle is bigger than the justice circle, some aspects of  a peace process do not 
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conflict with justice, but are also beyond it. As explained below, I argue that socioeconom-
ic and race issues, as well as democratization, fall within this category. Finally, the diagram 
captures the fact that, if  taken too far, any one of  the justice mechanisms could prevent 
peace from being reached. Thus, while it might be just to prosecute each and every abus-
er of  human rights, purge an entire army, and fully compensate each and every victim, 
doing so might come at the cost of  peace.

	U sing a Venn diagram to conceptualize this interplay is useful for three reasons.  The 
first is an ethical reason: Steps toward justice should not be confused with justice. It is dis-
respectful to those who have suffered to suggest justice has been achieved if, in fact, that is 
only partly true. For example, even a significant victory for the cause of  justice, such as 
vetting the military, should not be portrayed as justice having been achieved when prose-
cutions do not accompany that vetting. In addition, justice takes time to accomplish and 
its pursuit will be aided if  the peace process is evaluated in a more nuanced fashion. Ways 
in which peace and justice were combined should be commended and repeated in the  
future. In those areas where justice was limited to achieve peace, that should be remem-
bered to encourage its pursuit in the future when new opportunities for justice arise. The 
second is practical: Mapping a particular peace process this way may help practitioners 
assess the balances being struck and compare the emerging reality against the ideal—the 
ideal being a holistic approach to justice located in a larger peace process which minimiz-
es the limitations on justice and maximizes measures to build a lasting peace. The third is 
intellectual: Circumscribing justice sharpens its meaning, thereby preserving its utility as 
a concept. As previously distinct fields such as conflict resolution, development, and jus-
tice explore their connections, they run the risk of  losing focus and expertise by attempt-
ing to address too much. In this article I propose a comprehensive, yet specific and delin-
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eated, definition of  justice. A similarly detailed definition of  peace is beyond the scope of  
this paper, but I do draw on notions of  negative and positive peace, discussed below,  
developed by Johan Galtung, the founder of  peace and conflict research.
	T his article analyzes the Guatemalan peace process using the peace and justice Venn 
diagram. Before beginning this analysis, I provide a brief  background on the conflict and 
peace process. I then operationalize peace and justice by including brief  examples from 
the Guatemalan context. In order to explore the interaction between peace and justice 
more fully, I discuss two mechanisms: prosecutions and 
truth commissions. These are examined first in the 
context of  promoting peace and justice and then in the 
context of  justice limited for the sake of  peace. Finally, 
I briefly touch on important parts of  building a lasting 
peace which fall outside of  the purview of  justice.  

Background: Conflict and Peace Process
In 1954 the Central Intelligence Agency of  the United 
States orchestrated the overthrow of  the democratical-
ly elected President of  Guatemala, Jacobo Arbenz.4 Six years later, the longest and blood-
iest armed conflict in Central America began and did not formally end until December 
29, 1996, when the Guatemalan Government and the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional 
Guatemalteca (URNG) rebel leaders signed the last in a series of  agreements. The con-
flict left two-hundred thousand people dead and included what the truth commission 
found to be acts of  genocide by the state against the indigenous Mayan people between 
1981 and 1983.5

	A fter this period the URNG was militarily defeated, though not eliminated.6 In 1986, 
after years of  dictatorships, Guatemala returned to civilian rule and the URNG began to 
propose dialogue and negotiations for a political settlement.7 Direct talks between the 
URNG and the government did not start until 1991. Initially, the UN was involved in 
these talks only as an observer. In 1994, however, it was asked by both parties to provide 
a moderator (Jean Arnault was appointed) and verify the implementation of  the agree-
ments.8 A few months later both parties signed the Comprehensive Agreement on Human 
Rights and requested the establishment of  a UN human rights mission, the United  
Nations Verification Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA).9 MINUGUA was deployed in 
November 1994 and through the final peace signing was exclusively a human rights  
mission. After the signing, MINUGUA became a multidisciplinary mission charged with 
verification, institution-building, and, briefly, military observers who verified compliance 
with the terms of  the ceasefire.10

	O ne of  the unique aspects of  Guatemala’s peace process was the role accorded to civ-
il society. The same 1994 agreement which enhanced the role played by the UN also laid 
out functions for an Assembly of  Civil Society (ASC). These included formulating consen-
sus positions on the key issues of  the negotiation agenda, providing its nonbinding recom-
mendations to the parties and the UN, and the possibility of  considering and endorsing as 
a “national commitment” those agreements reached by the parties. The ASC was the 
only group to produce its working papers on schedule, and the final accords reflect many 
of  its recommendations.11

	N egotiating a final peace took a decade. The end result was a series of  accords address-
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ing operational and substantive issues. This overview is necessarily brief  and serves mere-
ly as background for the analysis of  the process using a peace and justice Venn diagram. 
Before expanding on specific elements, it is necessary to detail what is meant by peace and 
justice.

Operationalizing Peace and Justice 
For the purposes of  this article, peace will be broken into two categories: negative and 
positive peace. To explain the difference, Galtung differentiates between the kinds of  vio-
lence each peace ends: personal violence, where there is an actor, and structural violence, 
where there is not. “Personal violence represents change and dynamism...waves on other-
wise tranquil waters. Structural violence is silent, it does not show—it is essentially static, it 
is the tranquil waters.”12 Expressed more concretely, structural violence is the condition in 
which “the poor are denied decent and dignified lives because their basic physical and 
mental capacities are constrained by hunger, poverty, inequality, and exclusion.”13 Nega-
tive peace then is the absence of  personal violence while positive peace is the absence of  
structural violence, or positively expressed, social justice. Those aspects of  a peace process 
which are believed to be required for a peace agreement to be signed and bring the fight-
ing to an end, but which further neither justice nor social justice, belong in the negative 
peace section of  the Venn diagram. Those that address hunger, poverty, inequality, and 
exclusion belong in the positive peace section. It is tempting to include, for example, issues 
addressing socioeconomics and democratization in the circle of  justice; Galtung even calls 
them social justice. To do so, however, would explode the category of  justice—everything 
would be justice and everything would be peace.
	I , therefore, propose that justice in the context of  peace processes be understood as the 
ways by which the consequences of  atrocities are dealt with and the damage done is re-
paired. Though conflicts worsen problems of  exclusion and poverty, such issues usually 
predate conflicts and especially in domestic conflicts are often among its causes. It is essen-
tial that the peace process address these root causes, but this is not best accomplished 
through justice mechanisms. Consequences of  atrocities can include people losing faith in 
their government, wanting revenge, being traumatized, losing the primary breadwinner 
in their household, etc. The mechanisms of  justice, depicted in the Venn diagram, include 
prosecutions, truth commissions, non-criminal sanctions, local customs, reparations in 
some cases, peace operations, and institution-building, are well suited to repairing as best 
possible the damage done as a consequence of  atrocities. Below I briefly discuss what each 
mechanism is able to contribute. Of  course, “it is an illusion to think that any particular 
response can be adequate to deal with the consequences of  atrocities committed against 
oneself  or one’s loved ones.”14 The best we can do is provide, in Kritz’s words, “sophisti-
cated, multi-faceted and well-integrated responses.”15

	 Demands for justice are often demands specifically for prosecutions. Those accused of  
human rights violations can be tried nationally, internationally, or via hybrid courts. For 
some victims of  atrocities, the retributive justice prosecutions can provide is an important 
part of  their own healing. Fair trials can also help reestablish confidence in courts which 
may have allowed impunity to go unchecked during the conflict.16 “The path to a future 
free of  the plague of  impunity must inevitably lead through the judicial process.”17 Estab-
lishing a credible record, which often stands in sharp contrast to official denial during  
and sometimes after atrocities, is also an important outcome of  prosecutions. “The most 
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authoritative rendering of  the truth is possible only through the crucible of  a trial that ac-
cords full due process.”18 Many human rights organizations in Guatemala have been  
active in pursuing justice through the courts, including the Mack Foundation, the Center 
for Human Rights Legal Action (CALDH), and the Fundación Rigoberta Menchu Tum.
	T ruth commissions are another important justice mechanism. Truth commissions help 
“redress the inherent individualist bias of  human rights laws and instruments.”19 The 
prosecution of  individual human rights abusers does not generally shed light on the larger 
patterns and structures behind the abuses. Truth commissions, on the other hand, can  
investigate these patterns and lines of  responsibility.20 The role of  victims in trials and 
truth commissions is also distinct. In the former, victims are called to testify as witnesses  
to specific claims, and their testimony is often directly and aggressively challenged.21 Truth 
commissions, in contrast, focus on the victims and, therefore, can be an important part  
of  their healing. Both prosecutions and truth commissions are discussed in more detail  
below.
	 When a truth commission’s investigations do not lead to accountability and punishment, 
some argue this institutionalizes impunity.22 Since, even under the best of  circumstances, 
prosecutions take place for only a minority of  instances of  abuse, non-criminal sanctions 
can be an important mechanism as well. This approach usually involves excluding  
persons from elected or appointed offices based on “prior activities, associations, or posi-
tions.”23 In addition to having significant reach, non-criminal sanctions are resource  
efficient and can be a “measured response, allowing those less culpable to avoid trials or 
prison.”24 Although Guatemala did not make use of  this to the extent other countries 
have, such as El Salvador, President Alvaro Arzu did conduct some informal purges in the 
army and police.25

	L ocal customs can be crucial means by which victims overcome the atrocities they have 
suffered. This category varies dramatically from context to context. In Guatemala, ritual 
“funerary practices to commemorate the dead have constituted a central feature of  col-
lective attempts by indigenous communities to deal with trauma and loss.”26  These practices 
are often preceded by exhumations, which are painful but also have

a liberating effect; it is precisely this fact of  unearthing the truth, of  contacting 
the past, and seeing their relatives, and then being able to give them the cere-
monious religious burials that they want, that puts them at peace and gives 
them the possibility of  having a relationship with them in the future as the  
Mayan tradition holds.27

Many communities have also made memorials in which publicly naming the victims is of  
central importance.
	R eparations are payments or services given to victims because of  damage done.  They 
can include a mix of  types of  redress. “Restitution aims to reestablish to the extent pos-
sible the situation that existed before the violation took place; compensation relates to any 
economically assessable damage resulting from the violations; rehabilitation includes legal, 
medical, psychological and other care.”28 Acknowledgment of  violations is another form. 
Reparations can result from voluntary government programs or court orders. In 2004  
for the first time, the Guatemalan government paid $3.5 million to victims of  the con-
flict.29 Though a small sum of  money given the scale of  atrocities, this was still symbolically 
important.
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	A s the name suggests, peace operations are primarily concerned with peace—both 
negative and positive. However, their actions can sometimes contribute to justice as well. 
The response of  MINUGUA to the Xaman massacre in Guatemala is one example. In 
1995 soldiers killed eleven returnees from refugee camps. MINUGUA arrived within 
hours and began taking testimonies and collecting forensic evidence.30 MINUGUA’s “pro-
nouncements preempted the army’s attempts to blame the victims, contributing to the  
resignation of  the defense minister and the eventual (unprecedented) consignment of  the 
case to a civilian court.”31

	T he final category is institution-building. Kritz argues that “[a]ny consideration of  
post-conflict justice must necessarily include attention to the reconstruction of  the local 
criminal justice system.”32 The ultimate goal, according to Kritz, is the construction of  
stable societies wherein the atrocities will not be repeated. This, of  course, threatens to 
erase the line between justice and positive peace, so it is important to stress that justice’s 

role in constructing stable societies is limited to insti-
tution-building in the criminal justice system. An im-
portant innovation in MINUGUA’s mandate was to 
combine verification with institution-building, focus-
ing on the judicial system, the Public Prosecutor’s Of-
fice, and security forces such as the National Police.33

	This section has attempted to operationalize the 
Venn diagram. Peace can be understood in terms of  
Galtung’s negative and positive peace. Justice, in the 
context of  peace processes, is understood as the ways 
by which the consequences of  atrocities are dealt with 
and the damage done is repaired. Prosecutions, truth 
commissions, sanctions, local customs, reparations, 
peace operations, and institution-building are all jus-
tice mechanisms. The rest of  this article illustrates the 

sections of  the Venn diagram: the overlap of  peace and justice, negative, peace, where  
justice has been sacrificed to peace, and finally positive peace, which includes those  
aspects of  a peace agreement which are beyond the sphere of  justice.  

In the Venn Diagram’s Overlap:  
Prosecutions and Truth Commissions Supporting Peace and Justice
Aspects of  both prosecutions and the truth commissions in Guatemala furthered the 
causes of  peace and justice. An example of  a particularly significant prosecution is  
discussed below, followed by the ways in which the truth commissions contributed to  
both goals.

Peace and Justice as Furthered by Prosecutions
There have been only a handful of  prosecutions at the national level in Guatemala.34 In 
Latin America, however, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and Inter-
American Court offer victims an alternative route to justice. The Commission, founded in 
1959, originally was limited to observing and studying human rights in the Americas,35 
but in 1969 the American Convention of  Human Rights expanded the role of  the Com-
mission and added the Court.36 The Commission will not consider a case until domestic 
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remedies have been exhausted. Once accepted by the Commission, a case is processed 
and the Commission can decide to bring the case before the Court. Cases are between  
petitioners and states, not individuals. If  the Court finds in favor of  the petitioner, the 
judgment includes reparations the state must pay and the state is required to investigate, 
try, and punish those responsible for the violation.37

	I n the summer of  1982, the Guatemalan military killed 268 people in the town of  Plan 
de Sánchez. The “soldiers randomly picked their victims, raping and torturing young 
women before rounding up villagers in a house, throwing in hand grenades and firing  
machine guns.”38 Unable to obtain justice in the Guatemalan courts, the survivors, with 
the help of  CALDH, brought the case to the Inter-American Court.39 Twenty-two years 
after the massacre, partial justice was obtained. In its decision in the Case of  Plan de Sánchez 
Massacre v. Guatemala, the Court ruled that the Guatemalan government must publicly  
recognize its responsibility for the massacre and pay reparations of  US$25,000 to each of  
the 317 surviving victims. The ruling also ordered the Guatemalan government to effec-
tively investigate the events, identify, and bring to justice the material and intellectual  
authors, publicly honor the victims, and provide free health care, including psychological 
and psychiatric care, to the victims.40 This was an important step toward holding the state  
responsible for its actions.
	T o my knowledge, the Inter-American Court ruling has not yet been followed by  
domestic trials, as are required. In another case that went before the Court, however, that 
of  Myrna Mack, a Guatemalan anthropologist murdered by the government, the Inter-
American Court ruling was followed by the reinstatement of  Colonel Juan Valencia Oso-
rio’s conviction. This has been the only conviction to date of  a high-ranking army officer 
for human rights violations committed during Guatemala’s civil war.41 It is not unreason-
able to hope, therefore, that the state accountability established in the Inter-American 
Court ruling will be followed by individual accountability in Guatemalan courts.

Peace and Justice as Furthered by Truth Commissions
Guatemala had two truth commissions, the Commission to Clarify Past Human Rights 
Violations and Acts of  Violence (hereafter referred to as the Commission), which was es-
tablished through one of  the peace agreements, and the Recovery of  Historical Memory 
(REHMI), an inter-diocesan project of  the Catholic Church. REHMI was, at least in 
part, a reaction to the limitations placed on the Commission, so I will discuss it in the sec-
tion focused on those limitations. Despite the serious handicaps built into the Commis-
sion, it was able to make important contributions to both peace and justice.
	T he agreement to create a truth commission was signed in 1994, but the parties decided 
that it would not begin its work until after the final Peace Accord was signed. The Com-
mission, which began work in 1997, was pro-active about seeking out deponents, mount-
ing “an investigative operation unparalleled in the history of  truth commissions in Latin 
America.”42 It helped to establish the truth of  what had happened in Guatemala’s con-
flict, perhaps most importantly, concluding that agents of  the state had committed acts  
of  genocide between 1981 and 1983.43 Throughout the entire conflict, an estimated  
two-hundred thousand people were killed, one million became refugees, and an additional 
two-hundred thousand were internally displaced. This, in a population of  eleven million.44

	T he Commission provided crucial analysis in three areas. First, it could not name 
names, so by default it focused on patterns and structures. The final report was able to 
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“transmit a sense of  the massive institutional nature of  genocide and other crimes.”45 In 
this way, the reach of  its analysis surpassed that of  traditional prosecutions which focus on 
individuals. Although in more recent years, the Inter-American Court has assigned some 
institutional responsibility by virtue of  the fact that cases are between petitioners and 
states. The Commission provided this in a much more timely fashion. Second, the Com-
mission looked at patterns on the side of  the victims as well as the perpetrators. It found 

that the areas with the most victims correlated to the 
poorest parts of  the country, which in turn correlated 
to the areas of  greatest indigenous population.46  
Finally, by the time the Commission began its work, a 
partial amnesty had been agreed to by the parties and 
passed into law by the Congress (discussed below). 
Analysis by the Commission of  the duty to prosecute 
was linked to the amnesty, and this made it much 
more difficult for the government to try and extend 
the amnesty further.47

    By offering measures of  justice shortly after the 
signing of  the final peace agreement, the Commission 
helped strengthen that peace. The realization of  the 
benefits to peace and justice offered by prosecutions has 
taken a longer time. Even though the peace has lasted 

almost a decade, it remains a peace in need of  strengthening. In 2000, at least six well 
known activists were killed and three more disappeared.48 In 2003, at least twenty-seven 
people died in election-related violence.49 Lynching, which is common throughout much of  
Guatemala, is seen as the result of  mistrust in the judicial system.50  Prosecutions, therefore, 
are still required, both for the contributions they make to justice and those they make to peace.

Negative Peace: Justice Sacrificed to Peace
In order to achieve negative peace—the cessation of  fighting – certain limitations on the 
justice mechanisms were deemed necessary. Prosecutions were limited by a partial amnes-
ty and the truth commission had several different limitations placed on it. While, of  
course, it is impossible to know, I believe these limitations were in fact necessary to achieve 
peace. That said, they should still be clearly marked as having compromised justice. Taken 
together, these limitations tolerate a high degree of  impunity, a problem that continues to 
plague Guatemala. Naming this is important for current struggles to end injustice.

Amnesties as Limits to Justice
Included in the Agreement on the Basis of  the Legal Integration of  the Unidad Revolu-
cionaria Nacional Guatemalteco was a partial amnesty which covered war-related crimes. 
Though genocide, torture, and forced disappearances were excluded from the amnesty, 
extrajudicial killings were not.51 Furthermore, there was a series of  amnesties in place pri-
or to 1988, the period in which most of  the violence took place, which was left untouched 
by the agreement.52 For the United Nations this was an example of  the “inevitable tension 
between the non-negotiable principles of  human rights and international law upon which 
the organization had been founded and the pragmatic requirements and limitations of  a 
particular political process.”53
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	I n his speech at the signing of  the final peace accord, President Arzu defended the  
amnesty, saying, “As far as we know, this is the first time in Latin America that the causes 
of  an internal conflict are not resolved through a full amnesty that closes the doors to 
complaints of  abuses that may have been committed.”54 However, neither this point nor 
others supporting or opposing the amnesty were ever part of  a national debate. Was an 
amnesty necessary for peace? Should extrajudicial killings have been excluded? Was it 
enough to limit the amnesty more so than had previously been done in Latin America? 
Instead of  a national debate, Congress rushed to pass the National Reconciliation Law, 
which included the partial amnesty.55 The limitations this placed on prosecutions clearly 
compromised justice by preventing the possibility of  trials in many cases.

Limited Truth Commissions, Limited Justice
From the beginning, Guatemala’s official truth commission was “intended to be ineffec-
tual.”56 The Guatemalan armed forces insisted that the model used in El Salvador, in 
which perpetrators were named, not be repeated in Guatemala.57 In addition to not being 
able to name names, the Commission’s report was not to have “any judicial aim or  
effect.”58 Unlike South Africa’s truth commission, the Commission in Guatemala was not 
given powers of  search, seizure, or subpoena.59 President Arzu’s government provided the 
Commission with virtually no financial support, and it was only through foreign dona-
tions that the Commission was able to complete its work.60 The ASC and URNG wanted 
the Commission’s investigation to begin in 1980 with 
the most recent and extreme violence, but the gov-
ernment wanted to include the entire thirty-six years 
of  conflict. The government also supported the idea 
of  “symmetrical narratives” in which equal blame 
would be accorded to the army and the rebels. The 
government position prevailed in the former but not 
the latter.61

	T he government had initially opposed any truth 
commission whatsoever. The first peace accord signed, 
that on Human Rights, had provisions for establish-
ing a truth commission removed so as to facilitate its 
signing.62 According to “some participants in the  
negotiations, the strong reaction to the truth commission agreement came close to derail-
ing the peace talks altogether.”63 In the end, a truth commission was created only under 
pressure from civil society and the international community.64  
	REMHI  was a response to these disappointing limitations. The intention was to name 
both victims and perpetrators, and information collected by REMHI was given to the 
Commission as a “head start.”65 In the end, however, fears for the safety of  those who gave 
testimony resulted in a failure to individualize responsibility in all but a few cases.66 Short-
ly after REMHI published its findings, Bishop Juan Gerardi, the project’s head, was 
killed.67 Though REMHI attempted to pursue justice where the Commission could not, 
the Commission was the official, internationally backed truth commission and its mandate 
and resources reflected a trade-off  between peace and justice.
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Positive Peace
It is beyond the scope of  this article to fully address in detail those aspects of  Guatemala’s 
peace process which support lasting peace but fall outside of  justice. However, three spe-
cific accords deserve at least brief  mention because they directly attempt to address the 
root causes of  the conflict. These are the agreements dealing with indigenous rights,  
socioeconomic issues, and democratization.  
	T he majority of  Guatemalans are indigenous, yet they have historically been the tar-
gets of  extensive discrimination. The 1995 Agreement on Identity and Rights of  Indigenous 
Peoples identifies Guatemala as a “multiethnic, multicultural, and multilingual nation,”68 
official recognition which is an important step toward inclusion. Legal, educational, and 
political reforms are outlined in the Agreement as well. During the peace negotiations, the 
IMF, the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank were in close commu-
nication with UN mediators. In apparent recognition of  the harmful effects of  rapid lib-
eralization in Nicaragua and El Salvador, these institutions pressed for agreements that 
both endorsed liberalization and also committed the government to higher levels of  social 
welfare spending.69 The financial institutions came to view a reduction in Guatemala’s  
social and economic inequalities as necessary for a lasting peace, a view which is reflected 
in the agreement.70

	 Finally, in the Accord on the Basis for Incorporating the URNG into Legality, both 
parties agreed that one of  the origins “of  the domestic armed conflict was determined  
by the closing of  political spaces for expression and democratic participation.”71 The 
agreement specifies how political spaces are to be kept open. Broadly speaking, in the UN-
mediated peace process, groups “once excluded and repressed received new rights, legal 
recognition, and access to the legal political arena, among them the indigenous peoples 
and former revolutionaries of  the URNG.”72  

Conclusion
In a peace process, the relationship between peace and justice is not adequately captured 
either by the phrase peace versus justice or peace and justice. The interplay of  these aims 

is best depicted by a Venn diagram. Most of  the jus-
tice sphere falls within the larger peace sphere, but 
taken too far any one of  the justice mechanisms could 
prevent peace from being achieved. Peace, on the 
other hand, is more than just the pursuit of  justice, 
and those components of  peace which fall outside of  
justice’s sphere can be understood as contributing to 
either negative or positive peace.
	    Guatemalans have seen only limited justice for 
the atrocities they suffered.  Recent developments,  
including important victories in some legal cases, 
statements by President Oscar Berger recognizing the 
suffering and in some instances admitting govern-
ment guilt for human rights crimes, and payment of  
some reparations are all important signs that an im-

proved record on achieving justice is still possible.73 Very recently, all the files of  the Nation-
al Police were found in the “largest discovery of  secret government documents in Latin 

In a peace process, 

the relationship be-

tween peace and jus-

tice is not adequately 

captured either by 

the phrase peace

versus justice or 

peace and justice.
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America.”74 The files contain documentation on everything from traffic tickets to assassi-
nations and disappearances. The peace and justice Venn diagram highlights many of  the 
positive lessons that should be taken from the Guatemalan experience. It is important  
to remember that justice has yet to be maximized, especially as continued high levels of  
violence, including disappearances and lynching, coincide with unprecedented discoveries 
of  documentation of  human rights abuses however. The international community should 
increase its support of  national and international organizations dedicated to its pursuit.
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