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Truth-telling has become a widespread practice in settling accounts with past repressive
regimes It has also assumed a variety of tarms fiom government-mandated truth commissions to
NGO-sponsored historical memory projects lo individual testimonials. ' In nearly all of these
media, victims of repression seized an apportunity to break the silence imposed on them by
authoritarian regimes, or, as Ariel Dorfiman writes, to “rebel against the false and immaculate
tranquility of the official versions” of the past * The recent debate over Rigoberta Menchir's
testimonial illustrates the complications inherent in establishing new truths through victims'
accounts. But this paper examines an even tharmier issue for “truth-1elling " torturers’
contessions.

The paper begins with a discussion of the logie behind including torturers' confessions in
the truth and reconciliation processes. The second part of the paper challenges that logic,
illustrating its weakness with examples trom four Argentine contessions. 1t concludes, however,
with a discussion of the conditions under which confessions might advance truth and
reconciliation despite their failure w tultill the ideal embodied in the logic

THE LOGIC

A relatively new literature, drawing heavily from the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission, suggests tour overlapping roles that torturers’ confessions might play
in advancing reconciliation in post-authoritanian countries: establish the fruth; acknowledge
victims' stoties to promote individual and societal healing: bring justice: and create collective
memory 10 avoid repeating the past.” Regarding ruth, 1onurers' contessions, like victims®
1estimonies, defy ofticial silence and denial by recounting their experiences in prisons. Torturers'
admissions, therefore. contribute to an authoritative and truthful version of the violence
committed by the authoritarian regime. Muoreover, these confessions also reveal previously
censored information — e g, the whereabouts ol victims' bodies. and the cause and circumstances
of deaths -- that advances victims' efforts at reaching closure.

Most therapists working with victims of torture alse concur that a crucial component of
healing involves acknowledgment. While silence perpetuates self-blame, confusion, and rage that
prevent healing, contirmation of human rights violations allow viclims Lo reconstruct pasts erased
by 1he regime's sitence,’ Viclims require the acknowledgmen that sumeone did this to them.
With accountability, victims rid themselves of blame for crimes committed against them.
Torturers' confessions, therefore, confirm victims' accounts and acknowledge responsibility for
violent acts, advancing the healing process.’

Torturers' confessions contribute to justice by providing the evidence needed to
investigate, prosecute, and convict perpetrators. Even where amnesty, immunity and pardans
prohibit that process, confessions contribute 10 restorative or moral justice.” By exposing the
truth through torturers' confessions, governments publicly acknowledge past wrongs. Sometimes
they even accept the debts of the prior regime. In addition. torturers’ confessions may provide the
only conclusive evidence allowing governments to issue kegal death certificates and expunge



criminal records drafted under authoritarian laws. With the death certiticates, tamilies can
perform important burial and grieving rituals that permit closure. Acknowledging past wrongs
also allows for collective remembrance: ceremonies. rituals, and memorials 10 prevent “forgetting”
and repeating the past. Erving Goftman, remarking on the potential power of restorative justice,
concludes that "Remorse, apologies, asking forgiveness. and generally, making symbolic amends
are a more vital element in almost any process of domination than punishment itself ™’

Confessions, finally, serve the collective memory praject of remembering to aveid
repeating the past. By disclosing the truth about siate terrorisin, conlessions put “still potent
events inlo the more distant category of ‘history'.™ The rale of menory and acknowledgment is
crucial to individual and societal healing, On the individual level, Flanigan states that, "Without

_remembrance, no wound can be transcended.” Silence “swallows up” personal histories,
preventing individuals fram coming to terms with it."" The function of memury on the societal
level is slightly different. Baudrillard hints that without memory. the authoritarian regime
becomes the victor: “Forgetting the extermination is part of the extermination jtself "' Social
scientists further conclude that denying past violence, tailing to establish truth, healing, justice,
and memory, perpetuates unresolved violence since sociery itselt has failed to claim it and end it "

With public admission of torture, otticial history can be rewritten to condemn past political
violence.

These are powerful arguments in favor of toriurers' confessions  They contend Lhat the
confessional text (truth, acknowledpment) and the public response to it (acknowledgmen, justice,
collective memory) pave the way to truth and reconciliation. This paper claims. however, that
confessions fall far short of these lotty goals, Comlessional texts only oceasionally and marginally
advance truth and acknowledgment. Moreover, governments rarely respond to confessions in a
manner that promotes acknowledgment, justice, or collective memory, preferring to bury the past.
Torturers’ confessians, as a result, may impede, rather than advance, truth and reconciliation,
Examples from Argentina illustrate the limitations of the relationship between confessions and
truth and reconciliation.

ARGENTINE CONFESSIONS

The commeon understanding of confession involves the admission of guili and remorse
But torturers' confessions in Argentina illustrate a grea deal of varicty Beginning in 1994,
Argenting torturers came forward to recount their roles during the infamous Dirty War (1976-83}
responsible for the death and disappearance of an estimated 30,000 individuals All of those who
confessed did so voluntarily and under an amnesty provision that prohibited prosecution. But
only some of them took the common contessional torm of wirids and remorse. More obscure
definitions capture the other types of confession, particularly « semple decloration. and o fiction
invented (o deceive, and hint at the fimitations of establishing truth and reconciliation from
confessional 1exts."

Argentine confessions also took place in a variety of institutional settings highlighting
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further complications in their rofe in truth and reconciliation.  The examples presented here
include four different settings. Cne closely approximates the privade redigions confessivnal
oriented toward repentance. moral judgment, and absolution, but it eventually takes a public form.
A second involves a public declaration. or confession. The third confession took place in a
commuercial marker, where tesimony was exchanged for material gain. The last example involves
public testimony under oath, closely approximating a cours of lenv. These settings play a crucial
role in shaping the contessional texts and the responses 1 them.

Confessions are also subject to interpretation by a variety of audiences. Alfl of the
contessions examined here became public and scrutinized by victims, fellow perpetrators, and
government authorities.” [ndeed. responses to contessions have an equally important impact on
the truth and reconciliation as the confessions themselves. Some responses generate the sense
that the perpetrators continue to determine politics. as in this statement: "Once again, essential
questions of public lite are being settled by an Aoy chiet and that, in a country like Argentina, is
serious.”" In other cases, hawever, responses may reverse the deleterious impact confessional
texts alone might have had on truth and reconciliation

The Argentine examples provided below indicate the limitations of the confessional text
alone in generating truth and acknowleduing atrocities. 1t also illusirates how settings and
responses to contessions may further weaken the relationship of confessions to teuth and
reconciliation. But the conclusion of the paper draws on these cases 1o highlight conditions under
which these contessions play a positive rule in 1ruth and reconcilialion

Scilingo's Remorse

o entered the Naval School as o saitor and 1left are assassin, 4

Adolfo Scilingo approached leftist journalist Horacio Verbitsky in the Buenos Aires
subway one day in 1995 and told him that he needed to talk ta him about his experiences in the
Navy School of Mechanics (ESMA}  Na doubt because ol his tortured lonk. Verbitsky assumed
Scilingo had been a victim in that intamous concentration camp, an impression Scilingo corrected
over the next several months as he recounted the murders he conimitted as a Navy captain.
Scilingo subsequently aired his contession on television, reported in newspapers, and told in
books in Argentina and abroad."’

In his confession. Scilingo accepted persanal responsibility for the murder of 30 of the so-
called "disappeared.” While the head of the Automotive Division of ESMA, Scilingo participated
in two of the weekly "death flights” in which tortured and clandestine prisoners were drugged,
stripped, shackled. and pushed to their death from a hole in the plane.' His confession shocked
Argentina and the world. but not because he revealed new information.  An official report,
academic studies, numervus human rights agencies' records. and countless testimonies and
testimonial novels written by prison survivanrs had previously documented the numbers and names
of the tortured. torture techniques, and tornure centers."” Even the ESMA "death flights”
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appeared in one official account of the Dirty War. The shock resulted trom his break with the
military’s “conspiracy of silence” about the Dirty War. For the first uime a military officer
admited his responsibility in the military regime's repressive apparatus  [n addition, repression no
longer looked like an absiract system; Scilingo attached a human and personal dimension to an
inhuman and depersonalizing brutality. Decades earlier, Hannah Arendi reterred to such shock as
the "banality of evil.” She described Nazi war criminals as "neither perverted nor sadistic,” but
rather “that they were, and still ace, terribly and territyingly normal” and “this normality was much
more tersifying than all of the atrocities put together.""  Scilingo's avuncular look rocked
common perceptions about the type of person capablie of committing mass murder.

Scilingo's confession recounts his transformation from sailor to assassin - A confirmed
anti-Communist, he believed in the war against subversion, He even accepied. a1 least in the
abstract, the need to engage in illegal activities 1o eliminate subversion  His patriotism and sense
of military duty convinced him that the war was just and necessary. But this sympathy with the
war, also made the silence around the violence unbearable. 1t undid hin.

He sought solace in religious canfession. But the priests Scilinge encountered rejected his
act of contrition. Instead. they reassured him thal his acts were Christian, recounting the biblical
parable of separating the wheat from the chaft and arguing in tavor ol painkess and peacetul
deaths. These reassurances only increased Scilingo's unraveling: he wondered if he was alone in
his revulsion against the military's tactics. and brought a new officer into the concentration camp
to register his reaction to the inhuman conditions. He expressed reliet that the otficer’s facial
expression reflected profound horror at the prisoners’ conditions. Scilingo tried to explain 1o his
superiors his unease with the “death flights” and torture. but this cost him praomation within the
Navy. Scilingo took early retirement, but leaving the Navy did not end his nightmares. He was
non-functional in civilian fife. He withdrew from his family  Having los) his moral compass, he
participated in shady business schemes. He lost all o his money and his wile's inheritance. And
he anesthetized his emotional pain with alcoholic binges and tranguilizers. The ghosts continued
to haunt him, forcing him to confront the source ot his msanity

But political events, and not the nightmares, catalyzed Scilinge's confessivn. The Senae
denied promotion to two of Scilingo’s colleagues -- Caplains Anonio Pernias and Juan Carlos
Rolon (discussed below) -- because ot their involvement i the Dinty War. Scilingo considered
them to be loyal officers, like himselt, who deserved promation. He bamed the promotion denial
on the military High Command who kept silent abourt the systematic use of torture and murder
and blamed "excesses" on renegade officers. thereby forcing loval afficers to take the tall for the
Dinty War.

Scilingo initially came forward not to repent, but 10 criticize the High Command. His
confession, in other words, began as a declaration. Scilinge's remorse is evident, however, it
tentative, even in his official retelling of the war. His tentativeness maybe resuhied from fear
Scilingo knew about and discussed, the military's reaction 1o “waitors.” Hle recounted, for
example, the case of Lieutenant Jorge Alberto Devoto, who "disappeared” in a death tlight after



objecting to the military's repressive policies and asking tor reticement. But he never considered
himself a traitor [nstead, he explained events from the perspective of a loyal soldier fighting the
heroic War against Subversion. the version of the story silenced by the milinary's denial. Because
of this motivation. Scilingo struggled to wrest control of the confession from Verbitsky’s
interventions. He wanied to conirol what he confessed to and how he confessed it. He hoped to
keep intact his self-image as a loyal soldier

Scilingo used euphemism and avoidance 1o contral the contession. When Verbitsky
pressed for details, for example, Scilingo withdrew. He turned off the tape recorder when he
needed to reestablish his comrol. He denied knowing certain facts. He tailed to recall others. He
claimed vnly vague recollections of events  He changed the subject to return to issues he sought
1o emphasize  He put ot talking about certain themes. stating that e might be willing to discuss
them later. But. despite these tactics. Scilinge still lost contral aver the contession. Feeling
trapped, as it held against his witl, he pleaded: "L don't want 1o 1alk about it. Let me go."?'

Such reluctance 10 admit murder is hardly surprising. Trauma induces shutting out
information as a form of seli-protection The process of fillering and selecting facts. seeing only
what is convenient 1o see, and knowiny but relusiog to acknowledee the implications ot that
inﬁ)rmatioq. is part of creating the myths or “vital lies” that keep our images of ourselves and our
acts intact.™

But Scilingo had less trouble adniiting 1o bis role in the death thyhts than discussing
relatively nunor aspects of his military service. e could not, Tur example, recall how the vehicles
under his control were acquired or even his own cade name. This is nol an issue of "doubling,” or
separating his goud protessional soldier image from the criminal soidier,” because even when
discussing his criminal self Scilingo initially avoided describing his acts as criminal  He corrected
Verbitsky's use of Lerms, using euphemisim to disguise brutality and atiempting to put Verbitsky in
the loyal soldier's frame of mind - Herv is one example

No Navy officer participated in kidnaping, torture, and clandestine eliminations. The
entire Navy participated in detentions. interrogations, and the elimination of the
subversives. which could have been done by various methods ™

Scilingo even tried out on Verbitsky some of the rationalizations he had accepted to justify
the death flights: “Shooting someone is immoral too. Or s it betier? Who sutters more, the one
who knows he is going to be shot or the one wha dies by aur method?** Recognizing himself
that his acts were immaoral prevents him trom understanding how he could commit them. He tried
10 find explanativns in the regime’s discaurse. but these explanations had failed him in the past,
and continued ta tail him during his confesston.

Scilingo’s tentativeness may also have resulied from his need 1o deflect Verbitsky's harsh
criticism. Verbitsky exhibits no empathy. but only revudsion for Scilinge and his acis. He calls
Scilingo a coward and sick  But Scilingo could not have expected any other attitude from



Verbitsky, whose political views could have put him on one of ESMA's death tlights

And yet Scilinge chose Verbitsky as his confessor - Why” The retelling of the story puints
to happenstance: they ran into each other in a Buenos Aires subway  Bul happenstance does not
explain why Scilingo would follow through with Verbiisky rather than telling his story 10 a more
sympathetic ear. It doesn't explain why Scilingo repeatedly subjucted himselt 1o Verbitsky's
hostile questions. Perhaps Scilingo sought an antagonist because 1hose on his side repeatedly
ignared him. While he was on active duty, none ot his supenors listened to his concerns. After
he retired. he tried writing 10 former Junta leader General Videla, the Navy chief of stalt, and
Presidem Menem, but no one answered him ™ Serendipity might have brought Verbitsky and
Scilingo together in the subway, but the subsequent meetings conlivmed Scilingo's need 1o have
his story heard and acknowledged as truth. Scilingo must have knawn that anly a handtul of
journalists would aid him in such an endeavar.

Despite his confession 1o Verbitsky, Suitingo still Faced efforts wo silence him - One
“friend” in the Navy oftered him money in exchange tor sitence. One of i superiors urged him to
be silent to maintain his family's health insurance. Scilingo described one occasion in which his
friend's wife railed against him for ignoring the consequences of his acts for his fellow ofticers.
He responded, *That's fine, but what do | do with my 30 dead ones™™ The Menem government
also tried to silence Scilingo, referring to him as a mythomaniac. a crimisal. and a scoundrel
Using Scilingo's 1991 fraud conviction, Menem stripped him ot his retired military status and
jailed him.® By jailing him for fraud, Menem cast doubt on Scilingo’s characier and the motives
behind his confession. Scilingo looked like a selt-serving crook wha would sell anything for
profit. Menem's acts also sent a warning through the armed lorces ihat military otficers
considering confession should understand the price they wauld pay in personal integrity.™  Other
key political figures followed suit in silencing Scilingo. e Minister of Forcign ARairs dismissed
the confession as internally inconsistent and theretore unreliable ™' Navy Admiral and former
Junta member Emilio E. Massera simply denied the death flights, Monsignor Emilio Bianchi de
Carcano categorically rejected Scilingo's claim that the church knew about or justitied the death
flights.** Despite all of these denials, Scilingo's contession certainly thrcatened some groups. In
September 1997, unknown assailants kidnaped Scilingo and carved the initials of three journalists
into his face, warning him that if he continued to speak, he and the journalists would die,

These responses to his contession embalderied. rather than sikenced. Scilingo. He telt
catharsis, which he modestly described in this way: "Though it may be a linle egotistical to say
50, my public contession has brought me a certain relier. Betore. | had a seeves | couldn'tatk
about to anyane. Now | can talk to everyone. But the problem still exists " Euphemisms and
avoidance of the past have yielded to direct accusations like this one:

The Navy is guilty. What is it trying to hide? Those who caticize me say that what
happened during the
Dirty War was a
patriotic detense to
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save the country from
falling into
Communist hands.
Fine, if they are so
proud of this why do
they hide the issue of
the disappeared?
What is the problem?
This is inconsistent: |
feel proud of my
panicipation in the
War against
Subversion, but at the
same time | continue
hiding the truth. So,
it's clear: we are
ashamed, they are
ashamed 1o say what
we did. "

He has begun to "re-member.” both in the sense of publicly recalling specific events and
finding a unitary foundation for his previously fraclured selit Scilingo has provided information
on death tlights that killed two French nuns. He has collaborated with eftorts 1o discover the lists
of “disappeared.” This recall is consistenl with Scilingo’s image.  His identity is no longer built
around the loyal suidier who tought a heroic war agamst subversion, but in the moral soldier who
spoke out against the war's atrocities. Scilingo jusiifies his contession as layalty 1o the armed
forces and Ruture soldiers. not to the past military regime. tle is committed (o telling the truth to
prevent the armed torces trom committing immorat and illegal acts in the future:

...we could offer up a true, permanent srea crdpa and pay our debt - And the maost
impaortant eftect of that would be on those who remained in the institution, people wha are
new or who didn’t get their hands dirty 11 would help them to refiect, as a reminder of
what they must not do. The presidem should order the chief of stalt of the Navy to inform
the country of everything that happened during those years. 1o give out the list of the
disappeared 11 did me good to speak. it would also do the society good, and it would do
the Navy good Especizlly the new generations of the military, so they don't continue to
bear the stigma of ESMA. Otherwise we can't be sure these things won't happen again
some time.

Scilingo alsv accepts punishment for his acts. He claims 1hat contrition is too easy, and
ignores the seriousness of the crimes commitied. As he states: 1 am not a repentant, the facts are
too vut of the ordinary. it's tva easy to say “I'm sorry” and everything is ok."™ His wilfingness to
face prosecution was tested in early 1998 when Scilingo voluntarily submitted to questioning by
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Spanish judge, Baltasar Garzan, without immuaity from prasecation,

Scitingo's confession has served impartant funclions in the process of reconcitiation. It
broke a silence imposed on the armed forces. Other ofticers have since come forward to tell their
stories, which have helped reconstruct the truth about repression, both in terms of individual
families learning about their “disappeared” as well as the couniry heginming to rewrite history
accurately.® The confession also prompted institutional soul-searching and cven apologies,
Commander and Chief of the Army, General Martin $3alza, contirmed that the miliiary used illegal
methods during the war and condemned the immorality of obeying immaral orders. Some seciors
of the Argentine Catholic Church have apologized for their complicity  Thus. both 1ruth and
acknowledgment about past violence have been served by e Scilingo canlession In terms of
justice, the confession has opened up the possibility of revisiting 1he kaws that protecied torturers.

" Pressure has mounted, for example, 10 annul the annesty provisions of the Due Obedience and
Full $10p Laws and to reconstruct the list of detained individuals, Farmer Junta leaders Videla
and Massera and others are facing Lrials for Kidnaping and tralticking babies of tarmer prisoners,
one of the only crimes not covered by the blanket pardons and amnestics Sinslarly, some of the
most notorious torturers, like retived General Antonio Dominge Bussi. curremt governar of
Tucuman province, tace embezziement charges revealed through investigation ol Swiss Bank
accounts.” Lastly, Scilingo’s confession to the death Nights has playved an imponant role in
collective memory. The flights form part of sangs, poems. novels, and cultural symbols about the
Dirty War.

Because of its positive contribution 1o reconciliation. Scilinge’s confession must be mined
for understanding. Remorse is central, but it is not clear how Scilingo escaped the socialization
within the military that silenced other torturers. The contessional process appears to have piayed
a crucial role: Scilingo only broke with the military version once the conlession began. While he
initially cancealed his guilt through euphemism and avoidance, the act ol conlession aliowed him
to contront that guilt. Borrowing from analyses ol testimonies ol victims, the confessional act
forced him to "know” the event: to speak the unspeakable and inscribe the event for the first time,
by breaking with the ofticial version and the silence imposed on him. By explaining to those
“outside” the repressive apparatus exactly what 100k place. he began to see himself and his acts
without the protective shield of official discourse. ™

The unique features of Scilingo's cantession point to limitations even of 1his ideal
confessional type. First, they are scarce. Even with immunity trom prosecution, trwrers close
rank. Torturers may want to confess about the past, but lives i an insecure environment, without
certainty that they can avaid rectiminations of ¢ither a personal or institutional nature. They
justify silence in noble virtues, like proteciing their families, colleagues. the armed forces, and
political stability. But torturers have also learned 1o live wilh their secreis. They accept the
justifications provided to them as the anly way to distinguish what they did trom criminat acts.™

Second, contessions, even when remorsetul, invalve rhetorical devices intended to shield
the individual from criticism. All of us are familiar with these devices. When we recount our awn
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unflattering behavior in the past. we exclude certain details and eventually forget them, We gloss
over the parts of 1he story that are inconsistent with our own coherent construction of events and
image. We phrase the story in a way that projects a panticular image. We deflect criticism by
identitying ourselves as well-intentioned. betrayed. or misled (by our superiors). These fictions
and partial truths suggest that full disctosure, when it invalves seli~incrimination. is nearly
impossible **

In the case of torturers, these chetorical devives niay block 1ruth - The torturer confesses
with the hope of receiving forgiveness, empathy. or comprehension  Toward that end, he
withholds information that might subvert his cause. I he provides too many gruesome details he
will be viewed in the glaring light of the torture chamber. undeserving of pity or forgiveness.
Thus. he must conceal details  Moreover. he must find some way ot explaining that he is not a
monster despite having commined these acts  Fear is an ellective device The torturer portrays
himself as a victim of the same system that repressed victims of lorture  His refusal to torture
would, thus. transtorm him into a victim of torture, Obedience to authority also provides a
justification. The torturer comends that now he knows right from wrong, but that in the context
af fear he could not question his orders. Torurers. in other words. use avoidance, amnesia,
selective memory, eupheimisins, amd sell=identfication as the vietm in their rhelum.dl techniques
to reduce their culpability

Third. these confessivns may hinder reconciliation because of the audience's mixed
reactions. Torurers themselves may imerpret the contession as either a preen light to come
forward with their own mea crefpe or iy to silence thuse voices with acts of revenge
Governments also react in contradictory ways President Menem aggressively silenced Scilingo,
questioning why he wanted 1o pour salt in old wounds.™ This silencing seemed imended not only
for Scilingo, but for others contemplating public confesstons. On the victims' side are those who
know that reconstructing events will depend on contessions of lonurers. But these confessions
will occur only with immunity trom prasecution How de sacicties reconcile the need for truth
with the need for justice?

Remorsetul contessions, in short, involve a 1angle of contradictions that impede the truth
and recanciliation process. The torturer's fractured identity tends 1oward contradictory motives:
trom self-Hagellation 1o denial. The multiple functions of 1he confession and its mixed audience
produces veiled confessions.  And these limitations leave audiences uncertain that they can, or
should, put the past behind them.-

Astiz's Heroic Confession

“f v ¥ ot dortrer; §did inseliigence ™

In contessional terms, Alfredo Astiz is the antithesis of Scilingo. Although he was a Navy

Captain, like Scilingo. and was implicated in the ESMA tortures and murders, Astiz’s confession
constitutes a denial of his own personal involvement in 1rure while simultaneously justifying the
e
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Dirty War. His confession, thus, provides an example ot “heroic” contissions and the constraints
they place on truth, acknowledgment, justice, and memury.

Astiz is best known for his infiltration of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo. Posing as a
young man looking for his “disappeared” brother, Astiz quickly won the affection of the Madres.
They once cailed him the Blond Angel 10 capture his goad looks and sweetness. and now refer 1o
tim as the Angel of Death because of his role in the 8 December 1977 kidnaping and
“disappearance” of two Madres, two French nuns, and other human rights acuivists trom the
Santa Cruz Church in Buenos Aires, some of whom were later murdered in ESMA's death flights

By kissing panticular women. Astiz signaled 10 on-lookiny soldiers which of them should be
kidnaped from the church. Among Astiz’s other murders is the Swedish-Argentine leenager.
Dagmar Hagelin. Mistaking her for another blond 1eenager he had been waiting 1o seize, Astiz
shot Hagelin in the back as she fled from capture.

Protected by the Due Obedience amnesty law, Astiz cannot tace charges tor these human
rights abuses. And his image within the miliiary 15 untarnished, A 1997 investigation revealed that
Astiz had been working for Naval Intelligence since the end of the military regime. Navy Chief.
Molina Pico praised Astiz's military service and supported hinin s hid for promotion, reterring
to him as a “good soldier.” A group of officers protested when Astiz was subscquently denied
that promotion. He is widely viewed within the armed fisrces as o “gentleman sailor,” free of peaty
scandals.

But Astiz has not avoided incriminations outside the armed lorces  Despite sirony support
within the military High Command, Astiz didd not receive lns promation  1u fact, he was forced
into early retirement in 1996. French courts, moreaver, tried Astiz a4 ahsvasie. imposing on him a
life sentence tor the murder of the two French nuns. In the absence ol format justice. Astiz has
taced popular forms of revenge for his acts. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo plastered walls
surrounding Astiz's favorite discotheques with pasters exposing Astiz and his murderous past.
and urging young wamen 10 avoid him. Astiz has also suftered spontancous retributions, On an
Arpentine ski slope in 1995, a tormer concentration campy vicum assailed Astiz as a "Son of a
Bitch” and a “Murderer of Teenagers” before punching hing in the wose. [n anothier encounter in
Buenos Aires, two University students apparently recognizing Astiz, pulled hum out of his car and
severely beat him, while a passenger on a passing bus shouted *Gaod boyst Kill himt™*

Despite the obvious hostility toward him. ur. maybe because of it, Astiz has not remained
silent. In January 1998, Astiz made his confession w Reviskr Trespirios

I never tortured anyone. It wasn't my job. Bul would | have tortured it | was told to?
Yes, of course. The army taught me 10 destroy, not to build, o plant mines and set oft
bombs; to infiltrate and destroy an vrganization; to kill. | know how io do all of this well.
1 am the besi-prepared man in Argenting (o kill a politician or a journatist *

Astiz made this declaration-style contession valuntarily. He admitted o his training, his
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preparation, and his capacity. Astiz characterized the military as a destructive force, but glorified
the heroism in that image: the manliness, the expertise, and the danger. He denied his'own use of
torture, but confessed that he would have engaged in torture if that had been part of his job. Aad
he boasted of his qualifications 1o murder, issuing a thinly veiled warning that the Dirty War has
not ended.

The Menem government reacted quickly to his confession. 11 charged Astiz with
“pravocation with dangerous social and political intent.* The povernment sentenced him, stripped
him of his military rank and status. and put him in juil.¥ Astiz, fike Scilingo betore him, serves
time in prison not for murder. but tor his confession

Astiz's confession illustrates the types of rhetorical devices typival (o heroie confessions.
One is justification. Astiz construed his acts as a personal sacritice Lo the nation. To do this he
characterized the enemy as demonic, capable ot undermining the country. The enemy threat
justified violence for the greater good  Indecd. the cnemy's clandestine and extensive networks
throughout the country demanded interrogation under tonure and death. Heroic contessions, in
short, re-assert the autharitarian regime's justification for vialence, hlame the victim for the
violence, thereby silencing victims behind the authoritarian regime’s ofticial version.

A second thetorical device is contradiction Heroice conlessions simultaneously deny and
glorify violence. They generally deny personal involvement i torture, the practice of systernatic
torture, and the extent or brutality of violence. They sametimes admit to excesses, but blame
them on “the bad seed” otficer who acted on his vwn. At the same time, heroic confessions
openly support violence, consider it nuble and justified ., and even claim tlia they would use it, if
necessary. Heroic canfessions, in otber words, minimize the extent and the nature of torture,
shrouding it in the patriotic language ol pusundl sacritice o the natien, and buryving facts with
rhetorical contradictions.

The motivation behind heroic contessions difters from remorseful ones. As one scholar of
memory states, “Memory is never shaped in a vacuum: the motives of memory are never pure. ™
Heroic confessions intend to restore dignity to the security lorces  The contessions seek {o clear
responsibility for their actions by rewriting the past from their own perspective. They want to
reclaim history from the victims and transform the image ot the torturer (and the authoritarian
regime) tram pathological and brutal 10 heroic and patriotic.  Heroic confessions, in other words,
constitute what Scott calls "enactments of power,” that employ “affirmation. concealment,
euphemization and stigmatization, and finally. the appearance of unanimity” o sustain the official
and dominant version.™ This is especially true since the "audience” for these contessions are not
only victims, but alsu colleagues wha may need 10 be reminded of the oflicial line. Scott states,
“elites are also consumers of their awn performance ™™ These heroic contessians provide the
means (o reinforce. maintain, and adjust the olficial story 10 mamtain s dominance.*'

Astiz's contession could also be viewed as constituting one stage in the "spiral of denial.”*?
Such a spiral begins with outright denial: torture did nat happen. This is certainly what the



authoritarian regime claimed. n the face of testimonies, investigations. and evidence, that denial
became untenable. Thus, the second pan of the spiral acknowledges torture. but claims that it
was different than the way it is popularly portrayed. Torture is reconstrucied in a more posilive
light to shroud the violence involved. Lo their trials, Juma leaders denied that toiture was
systematic and blamed it on “excesses” by middle and lower-ranking ofticers. The third slage of
the spiral is justification. Astiz admitted that torure occurred. bul jJustilivd it as necessary to
protect the nation from subversives immune to conventional military strategics.

Heroic confessions, illustrated by Astiz, appear to undermine trath and reconciliation.
Afier all, Astiz's “truth” not only denied his own involvement (despite aimple evidence Lo the
contrary), but also justified violence. Instead of acknowledging atrocitics. moreover, Astiz
accused victims of unleashing the violence that justilicd the war e Silenced victims' versions
and reasserted the military regime's ofticial version of the Diny Wae  In terms ol justice. Astiz
served time in jail for his confession.  As with Scilingo. the sentence was intended to silence him
But in this case, the Menem government silenced a perpetrator attempling to justify and glorify
torture as national and heroic virtue. This official reaction is unlikely t change the views of those
who share the heroic image of torture and who, no doubl, consider Astiz a martyr. But Menem's
silencing of Astiz prevented the reversal of victims' accounts that had begun 1o shape collective
memory of the Dirty War. It, thereby. reassured victims and critics of torture that the nation's
history would not be written in the torturers’ wards  The justice and collective memory impact,
therefore, means even heroic confessions can play a role in advancing truth and recanciliation

El Turco Juliin's Ex¢lhange Confession

“Whet { did | did for my Faherfund, my fach, and sy reliion. Of cowrse Dwonld do it
ayetine. . { anr nos repentant. P no crvbaby like that sorey Sedoneo. . Hhis was o war to
save the Nation from the tervorist hovdes. ook, tortnee s eiernal. 1 hay abways existed
and atways will. 1t ix an exsensiad port of the e being.”

This confession submitted by Julio Simon, alias Julian the Turk. has many ot the
characteristics of the heroic confession analyzed above  Siman initsated 1he television imerview in
which he made this confession. He showed absolutely no remorse, but on the contrary considered
torture a natural part of life with the vinue of protecting the mation.

But Simdn’s confession is distinct from Astiz’s in twa important ways  First, Simon
admits to engaging in torture, albeit “on very few oceasions.”™  What does Simon mean by a very
few occasions? The meaning is obscured by his own statement that “The norm was to kill
everyone and anyone kidnaped was tortured.” The andience can interpret the ambiguity in a
number of ways. Simon may have intended the statement (o retlect that while 1orture was
widespread, he participated in very little of i1, Scholars have documented a torturers' code that
identifies individuals who surpass an acceptable theeshold of numbers and level of bruality > So
perhaps Simdn means that same torturers enjoyéd their role and ol carried away, while he
controlled his natural urges. But the ambiguity suggests other interpretations. Perhaps Simon felt
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that he would have liked 10 engage in more 10r1ure sessions. Maybe he feels that the military
regime did not kidnap enough "subversives,” and suspects that 1hose not kidnaped run the
government 1oday. But when Simon's statement that "torture didn't always work, i1 left people
o destroyed,™ is added to his other comments. ane suspects that he is trying to shaw that
torture served a function, i.e.. to fight subversion. And it was only used in that noble fight.
Siman, then, kike Astiz, considered torture heroic in the struggle for national detense.

The second ditterence between the contessions of Simon amd Astiz is that Simon
submitied his in exchange for payment. Unlike Astiz, Siman was nol employed by Navy
intelligence afier the military's demise. To make ends meet, the destitute Simon searched for a
buyer for his testimony as well as his persanal “archives” from the war ™’

“Confession peddling” began shortly alier Scilingo's admission. when unconfirmed rumors
circutated that Hollywood had oftered him a million dellar deal for a movie contract. After Simon
made some money trom his confession, even more torturers came fiorward with their story, no
doubt in search of lucrative deals.”™ These have tended to resemble heraic contessions, like
Astiz's. rather than Scilingo’s remorseful confession Thus exchange confessions possess the
limitations already observed in herote conlessions. They alsa present new limitations built in to
the exchange relationship. Exchange contessions, for example. produce mformation which will
secure the reward. They, therefore, generate pantial truths, since torturers need only confess to
the minimum needed for the reward. But they also produce tictions. They invent confessions on
torture, for which Lthey have immunity. 1o reduce sentences on robbery and other criminal charges
tor which they do not have immunity. A humin rights activist involved in the Argentine truth
commission, CONADEP, describes torturers tictions in this way.

Lying was a trait they had in common, also a nieed to be in the limelight, and 10 get
revenge on the institution they felt-betrayed them. Virtually all ot these men had separated
from their force, n tact mast of them weee o jail tor stealing more than their *Gair share’ of
the war booty. They were so intent on peddling testimony (in exchange for immunity
from prosecution or leniency in sentencing) that they'd ger together in their cells and
concoct.stories, taking an element from this une's experience, another detail from
sameone else. [t was hair-raising  They were profoundly, essentially criminal,*

A witlingness to lie about 10nturing under oath, selling those lies for profit, and inventing
stories for public consumption is not unique to Argentine torturers A study of Japanese
confessions revealed a pattern whereby individuals inventled confessions to serious crimes in
exchange for a meal "

And. yet. as the Scilingo case suggests, it is unlikely that torturers will contess without the
“exchange” of immunity *' In arder to convince individuals tu come forward with their story,
they will need protection from retribution. Otherwise, the incentives are too low and the costs are
too high. In this light, nearly all confessions invalve some kind of exchange refationship.



Exchange confessions, in sum, create incentives 1o tell partial truths or lies for material
gain. They also provide evidence 1o support government accusations that confessions are ofien
lies sold for profit. As a result, exchange confessions lose their value in promoting truth and
acknowledgment, Justice is also undermined since exchange confessions are rarely taken
seriously as testimony. Exchange confessians finally have a limited impact on collective memory
projects, since they are considered talse testimony.

Pernias and Rolon Deposed

1 tried to do things as humeanely as possible_ but it 5 difficuli for anvone who wasn't there
to undersiund that ™

All ufficers rotated inter the task forces that were formed ter carry ont what was called the
. . 63
anti-subversive strugale.™

Captains Antonio Pernias and Juan Carlos Rolon pravided the catalyst for Scilingo’s
confession. They both lived in Scilingo’s neighborhood and Scilinge counted Roton amony his
friends. More impartantly, these officers symbolized for Scilinge the High Conunand's
abandonment and treachery of silence. Scilingo indicted the High Command tor tailing to detend
the war and its 1actics, resulting in the condemnation, shatiered carcers. and broken lives of loyal
officers. :

Having noticed that atficers with human rights records had slipped through the Senate
promotion board, the Senate began public hearings “The Senate called Pernias and Roldn 1o
testify in 1994 and their testimony admitted, for the st tine in an otlicial heaning, officers’ use of
torture. Pernias, known for developing puison dans o tacilitate Kidnaping aid testing them on
prisoners, participating in the Santa Cruz church attack. and intiltrating exile organizations
abroad, admitted that 1orture was “the hidden weapdn in a war without rules.”™ He confessed
that “I did my part just like many others."* Rolon also adiined 1o torture, claiming that it
involved nearly everyone in the Navy,™

There is little doubt about the power af such testimonies and the admissions made under
oath. Neither Pernias nor Rolon would have contissed without the hearings.  And surprisingly.
their confession and the repercussions for their promotions brought a chain reaction of
confessions, beginning with Scilingo. Yet their admissions hacdly involved remorse, repentance,
or even regret. The closest Pernias came to such emations was his statement 1hat “What bothers
me is the death of innocent people.” But when he cites examples of those “innocent people,” he
mentions "Lieutenant Mayol, petty ofticers, and alsu civilians."™” The closest Rolon comes 1o
accepting responsibility for his actions was stating ihat he would never become involved in such
activities again, that he now knows they were wrong. but that he could not make that judgement
at the time.

Rather than repentance, these two confessions involved delensiveness  They justified their
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actions on a variely of grounds  They had 4 duty. tor example, 10 follow orders and not question
them. As good and loyal ofticers they would carry out an order \vht‘.lllu issued under an
authoritarian or a demacratic regime.  Rolon cynically questioned whelher Lhe Senate expected
him to challenge the orders of commanding offivers promuoted by that siame legistative hody. Both
oflicers also claimed that they had no altermative since they would hmu‘, had to retire it they didn't

carry out orders. |
[

The second defense in these confessions invalved the nature vfithe war. Pernias, avoiding
the "Diny War" moniker, referred 1o it as an unconventional war that required unconventional
methods. Roldn detended the vivdence by demomizing the eoemy, hie talsely labeted it “the largest
urban guerrilia movement in the history of the world ™* Both afficers jadmitted that the armed
torces were unprepared tor this type of war. They were trained tor conventional. not anti-
subversive, war. “This was really unprecedented and we were unprepared.” stated Rolon, “We
received very little training and then we were sent o 1 participate in ;Illesu urban uperations. ™
He added that no one liked the “traumatic meibods reguired 10 resalve the iraumatic events, least
of all those of us wha had ta carry them out |But] These were hislm‘f‘l‘u.‘ul circumstances.”™ But
while admitting to their involvement in the Diny War, these twa officials alse tried to plead their
innocence. Pernias. for example, argued 1hat the Navy had dimnissudf!‘rum its ranks any of the
ofticers who had vsed excessive force in the anti-subversion war - While he refused o "name
names” of purged ofticers, Pernias emphasized that le had remaised dn active duly, attesting 1o

his own good record !
I
Third, these officers justified their involvement in the Dinty Ma:‘ because of their goals to

defend democracy and the country. Pernias clabimed that he was nml@valcd by the desire to end
the war as soun as passible to avaid "unnecessary deaths = Rnl{m described his involvement as
“service. .to reestablish a democratic style ol fite in Argenting.”™ I'Illl:y hoth contessed that they
now know better than te use worture, but mare accurately, Ihey felt that circumstances had
changed so dramatically that they would not be called upon 10 use that kind of force again. In

Rolon's own words. “1 believe that this was an unprecedemnted experience and that the situation
|

I
The Pernias and Rolon contessians illustrate the etfect that contessions made in hearings
or trials might have on uncovering the truth. The ubvious point ot'rjcﬁ:rcnce for these types of
confessions are the Nurembery Trials  Domestic criminal trials and international war tribunals
conlinue to occur, albeit intrequently  Among the most wull-knnm:l forced confessions is
Eichmann's testimony in Israel - Rather than aceepting blame or asking forgiveness, Eichmann
reconstructed his participation in the Third Ruich as his persanal \Illlbbh. 1 protect the Jews.™

His testimony coastituted a unique twist on the heraic contession.” |
|

will never vceur again "

Pernias and Rolon's confessivons funther contribute to a view! that confessions in public
hearing hide the truth behind lies and misperceptions, heraic justifications, euphemisms, and
demals. Even where the torturer receives amnesty for confession, 4s in the South African Truth
and Reconciliation Commission, these confessions tend to include the rbetorical devices employed

15



in voluntary-heraic confessions. Facing prosecution. torturers will attack the forum as a
“kangaroo court” or a show trial. If they confess at all. they admt ta nathing by claiming
amnesia, using avoidance tactics, minimizing their invalvement, or pleading innocence
Alternatively, they justify their acts as following orders, thereby blaming higher authorities. or
rationalize their actions in terms of historical circumstances and national threats. They had 1o be
carefil to tell the truth to get their promotion, but nen 1o el 1o much of the rruth that might
deny their prormotion.

Yeu despite such limitations in uncovering truths, the Argentine case suggests 1hat
confessions in public hearings have the greatest patential of achivving justice  These confessions
force torure and torturers ino the public, thereby acknowledging victims' cluims. even where the
torturers themselves do not admit to specific acts and justily vinlence  The stigma shifts as
torturers, once protected from public scrutiny now tace their charges. while victims, stigmatized
by past violence, are vindicated. With immunity from prosecution. these trials rarely bring
retributive justice. But even as “show trials” they provide symbalic justice. Pernias and Roldn did
not even face trial, but by denving them promotions. the Senate imposed a sanction on them that
officers, not torced to contess, avoided  The public hearing, while not a coun ol law, symbolizes
an official recognition of human rights protections  So. ironically. confessions in public hearings
may mask truths, but provide acknowledgment, partial justice, and collective imemory

CONCLUSION

These four Argentine examples allow us to draw a number ol conclusions about the
relationship between torturers’ confessions and the trully and reconciliation process  First, one
objective of the paper is to demonstrate the weak role torturers’ contiessions play in advancing
truth and reconciliation processes underway arcund the world - As the examples tram Argentina
show (summarized in Figure 1) torturers’ confession do not seive the ideal embuodied in the logic
behind including them in truth and reconcitiatiaon processes Not one of the contessions satisfied
the goals of advancing truth, acknowledgment, justice. and collective memuory  Thus, regardless
of perpetrators’ motivations, the setting, or government respanses. confessions fall short in
achieving truth and reconciliation goals

Figure I: Summary of Argentine Cases

Perpetrator Truth Acknowledgment Justice Collective Memory
Scilingo yes, specifics yes, remuorse no yes, death flights
Astiz partial admission | no. heraic war panial yes. silencing
Simén partial admission | no, heroic war no no
Pernias partial admission | partial and yes, promotion ves. public
Relén tempered denied hearing
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The second objective of this paper, however, appears 10 conlra#icl the tirst. That is,
confessions contribute to the process of trutl and reconciliation - The yariety of examples from
Argentina illustrate when and how they advance that process  Figure ‘l abuve illustrates that the
group of contessions analyzed in this paper contributed most 10 lruth-gzllhcring. albeit in a more
partial way than anticipated in 1he truth and reconciliation logic  Contessions provide the

knowledge, or confirm the existence, of torture  In some cases they cl‘ven provide specific
intormation abaut tornure, 1

|

Where confessions have proved more wneven in contributing 1p the truth and
reconciliation process is in the areas of acknowledument, justice, and collective memory. The
third conclusion of this paper. theretore, identities the conditivng thadfallow contessions to
advance the truth and recanciliation process .

|

Scilingo's confession, for example. most closely approximatey the ideal style confession
tor advancing truth and reconciliation. Remorse allowed Scilingo luﬁtlis:uncu hitselt trom the
military, criticize it, and even provide specitic information about ils repressive apparaius. He,
theretore. provided buth iruth and acknowledgment. Morcover, I)uc[‘uusc he did so in public fora,
death flights have tigured prominently in re-opening the dehate wrougid immnity from prosecution
and have become a powertud symbel in the collective memory ol the| Dirty War

I

The odds of reproducing this kind of conlession are low ‘|.I.‘J)I1[Il'lil'5 have been socialized
by the repressive apparalus to resis) fechings of empatly 1oward thevicin - Deliberate
obfuscation to retain their dighity. annesis resulting tram i UIJ sucialization. or rhetorical
devices aimed 10 hide trunh, impede perpetraters’ willingness and cul‘pacily Lo provide tull
disclosure. Perpetrators also fear rerribution. and tor goad reason. | Summarizipg the paralyzing
effect of tear, a tormer conseript who contessed o hand-delivering lists ol kidnaped prisoners to
the Military Command. said that he had not come lorward sooner Because, 1 was alraid that they

. W -y . . | . . oy
would make me disappear *™ The kidoaping. assunlt. st death dn'vals against Scitingo
i

confirmed these tears, i

Moreaver, Scilingo's confession evolved through o pruues.ﬁ’ ditticult 10 reproduce in an
institutional setting, Scilingo's initial contession belied remorse, bin rather reinlorced Dirty War
logic. Only aver time. and alter aumerous canflicis with the antagonistic Verhitsky, could
Scilinga let go ol his detenses and admit his reniorse Amd et Scilingo submitied 10 Verbitsky
voluntarilyl Remorsefil contessions. whike rare and nearly impossible 1o institutianalize, have a
powertul impaci in terms of truth. acknowledgment. and collective memuory.

I
|

"The catalyst behind Scilingo’s contiession sheds further light on the conditions most likely
to render remorsetul confessions.  Scilingo confessed not only because he could not live with his
past acts. but because he felt betrayed  His sense of hetrayul periitied him to break with the
Military High Command and his military socialization because heino longer felt the need or desire
to belong. Thus, the public contessions by Rolon and Pernias |)r}‘nnpted Scilingo to make a
remorseful contession, which, in rn, unleashud a spate of contessigns With each contession, the

|
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fear of retribution diminished. And as the nuinber of confessions increased. the possibility of
remorseful confessions also increased

The fourth conclusion involves the apparent iracde-ofl between truth and justice It is
extremely unlikely that any one of these perpetratars would bave come torward with their “truths”
without immunity from prosecution. And granting immunily seems to involve a Faustian bargain
immunity facilitates truth, but precludes justice. Victims of human rights” abuses and their families
might finally understand who did what, when, and why to them. but they cannot do anything to
punish the perpetrators for their crimes. lustice, in other wards, is abandoned in favor of truth
and acknowledgment.

The Argentine case suggests that this trade-ofl'is less acute when analysis focuses on the
-confessional settings and the responses 10 the contessions. as much as the contessional text. The
institutional public hearings in the Senate, for example. provided some justice (prameation denial)
without violating amnesty provisions. Simifarly. Scilingu and others have produced confessions
that have promoted investigation into crimes Tor which ollicers dv not have immunity. thereby
circumventing amnesty laws. Charges and imprisonment tor fraud, embezzlemen. and Kidnaping,
children have ensnared torturers otherwise protected under the Due Obedience Law - Cenainly
none of these “punishiments” match the enormity of the crines They da. hawever. serve at least
some role in creating symbolic justice and shift 1the stiynsa from the victim of violence 1o the
perpetrators. They also contribute to public acknowledgment of victims® expericnces. and check
the “culture of impunity” rampant in Latin America.

Heroic contessions that reassert the military regime’s oflicial version ol 1he violence alse
demonstrates the importance of responses (o conlessions i contributing to buth and
reconciliation. While Astiz’s heroic conlession undermined victims' accounts. the government’s
response 10 it brought justice and collective memary by landing one of the moest notorious
perpetrators in jail. Similarly, the governmeni-run television station scenied 1o endorse Simon's
heroic confession by dressing him up in a respectable sartonal goise But a private media source
countered this image with a more accurate portrayal of the desperate man peddling his contession
for material gain.

The importance of civil saciety attention 1o conlessions is also apparent i the near
spectacle of confessions on Argentine 1alk shows  One Argenone, responding e an earlier
version of this paper, criticized the Jerry Springer-style programs thal bring viclims together with
their torturers on split screens. She remarked tragically that. Argentines “have become
accustomed to living with the torturers.” The Argentine case demonstrates that the degree to
which confessions contribute to collective memory, amnesia. or “normaltey.” depends as much on
the confessional text as responses ta il

To conclude, perpetrators’ confessions are crucial tw the truth and reconciliation process.

Confessions of torturers break the authoritarian regime's silence about violence in a way no other
group can -- from the inside. But this paper has suggested that the role of the confessional text
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should not be exaggerated. These texts often attept 1o reassert the oh‘ucial military regime's
version of the past, instead of acknuwledging atrocities committed agajnst victims, In the context
of amnesties, moreover, these contessions olten do not kead 10 invcsiiglalion ur prosecution. This
paper shows, however. that particular public contessional settings, and/yovernment, citizen, and
media respunses to confesstons can promote 1ruth-1elling, acknowledgient, symbolic justice, and
collective memory ot atracities. They can roll back the authoritarian regime’s official story. And
“they can minimize the trade oft between immunity trony prosecution and troih and reconciliation.

J
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