
Thirty years of solitude 

PERSECUTION IN PARAGUAY 
by Renee Llanusa-Cestero 

Paraguay is the least-known nation of the Americas. It 
comes as no surprise, then, that the thirtieth anniversary 
of the longest surviving modem-day head of state, General 
Alfredo Stroessner, should have occurred this past May 
with a minimum of international media coverage. 

Stroessner rose to power via a military coup in May, 
1954, and by July had been nominated the Colorado party 
candidate in a one-candidate election. The primary deter- 
minant of social and political relations in Paraguay, how- 
ever, is the state of siege sustained by Stroessner since 
that time. The “facade of legality which the regime pre- 
sents’’-to borrow from a 1978 Amnesty International 
report-is achieved by invoking Article 79 of the 1967 
Constitution, which, renewed every ninety days, provides 
for the declaration of a state of emergency and suspends 
constitutional safeguards against violations of basic civil 
and human rights. Case study documentation compiled by 
the Organization of American States Inter-American Com- 
mission on Human Rights since 1960 and by Amnesty 
International since 1966 comprises a veritable ethnography 
of torture and repression. According to their findings, the 
regime has relied for thirty years upon “(a) wide-scale 
arrests or disappearances of suspected political opponents 
and/or their relatives; (b) long-term detention without trial”; 
and “(c) use of torture.” Such a combination has had a 
chilling effect upon critical journalism and social science 
research and results in a self-censorship characteristic of 
Paraguayan political life. 

While specialists in the region commonly note the dearth 
of reliable data on Paraguay, an extensive review of the 
extant literature reveals that (1) friend and foe alike have 
associated the past fifteen years of Stroessner’s reign with 
dramatic economic change; and (2) the studies that doc- 
ument the systematic denial of fundamental human rights 
generally fail to indicate the linkages between the Inter- 
national Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and other 
international institutions of finance capital and what has 
been called the “epitome of institutional repression” es- 
tablished during Stroessner’s protracted era. 

Equally irresponsible as the failure of international hu- 
man rights organizations to make the association between 
intensification of repression and foreign investment and 
international finance is the failure of the IMF and the Inter- 
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American Development Bank to examine the on-the-ground 
effects of their underwriting of the Stroessner regime. Ty- 
pifying the position taken by institutions of international 
finance is an analysis of Paraguayan Law 550175, “For 
the Promotion of Investments for Economic and Social 
Development,” by Michael Schley, prepared in 1979. Pub- 
lished in the prestigious Hastings International and Com- 
parative Law Review, this article offers an analysis of 
incentives under Law 550175 that purports to provide for- 
eign investors with a “brief overview of the Paraguayan 
investment climate,” yet makes no mention of the nation’s 
thirty-year state of siege. 

POLITICAL SPACES 
Located in central South America and bordered by Brazil 
to the east, Bolivia to the north, and Argentina to the south 
and west, Paraguay maintains an economy dominated by 
foreign investments and World Bank loans. For almost a 
decade, the rate of growth of the nation’s GNP was 10 
per cent, but recent data provided by the United Nations’ 
Economic Commission on Latin America indicate that this 
rate dropped to - 2.5 per cent in 1982 and was expected 
to reach - 5  per cent in 1983’. The recession came at the 
end of a boom in agricultural’ production and in the con- 
struction industry, enhanced by the construction of the 
Itaip6 hydroelectrical dam (a ljoint venture with Brazil), 
and as a direct result of the world economic crisis. 

In the countryside the maldistribution of land remains 
a problem, despite an agrariy reform instituted by the 
government. According to data provided by the agrarian 
census of 1981, 85 per cent of the land is still owned by 
2 per cent of the population. The decrease in the price of 
cotton on international markets affected 770,000 peasants 
dependent on this crop. 

The government’s response has been a freeze in wages. 
an increase in taxes, and other monetary measures. Along 
with such measures the government has systematically re- 
pressed the popular movements that have organized to 
defend their interests. The most recent targets of repression 
were the independent labor movement, which began to re- 
emerge in late 1979 after more than twenty years of coop- 
tation by the government; student leaders; the data center 
Banco Paraguay0 de Datos; and the press. The independent 
newspaper ABC was recently closed down and its director 
arrested. The peasant movement remains underground and 
the continuous repression of the peasants is hidden from 
the media by Paraguayan authorities. 

In 1976 the most significant autonomous organization 
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of the peasantry, the Agrarian Leagues, was brutally re- 
pressed and practically ddstroyed. Two thousand peasants 
were imprisoned and many of them tortured and/or assas- 
sinated. In March of 1980, twenty members of the Agrarian 
Leagues were killed after having captured a public bus to 
protest land-tenure abuses. Today their corpses lie in a 
common grave while the authorities deny their families 
funerary rights and observances. After this incident two 
hundred peasants were imprisoned and the eastern zone of 
the country occupied by the military. During the first half 
of 1982, thirty-eight peasants and workers were arrested, 
accused of being members of the illegal Communist party 
of Maoist bent. Historically, one of the responses of the 
peasantry to harassment and poverty has been emigration. 
A million Paraguayans currently live and work in Argen- 
t i na -a  quarter of Paraguay’s population of four million. 

In 1973, and again in 1974, Mark Munzel, a German 
ethnographer, reported in documents published by the Co- 
penhagen-based International Work Group for Indigenous 
Affairs (IWGIA) that the Paraguayan Government was 
engaged in exterminating the indigenous Ache of eastern 
Paraguay. Mum1 had gone to Paraguay to study the re- 
ligious customs of the forest-dwelling Ache and, while so 
engaged, uncovered the “murder of a nation.” In 1976 
the late Richard Arens, professor of law at Temple Uni- 
versity, made these charges known in the United States 
with the publication of a book, edited by Arens, entitled 
Genocide in Paraguay. The book also suggested that others 
of the seventeen indigenous ethnic minorities situated in 

Paraguay were probably victims of genocide as 
Contrasting sharply with the IMF and World B e- 

casts of a SUMY climate for investment in Paraguay IS one 
presented by an analysis of prisoners held in Paraguay for 
the period 1975-80, which indicates a broadened class and 
cultural spectrum of the discontented, now including stu- 
dents, church personnel, and peasants. 

An updated report on Paraguay published by the Inter- 
national League for Human Rights links real estate values 
to the situation of Paraguay’s indigenous populations, not- 
ing that “there are consistent denials of the rights of Indians 
and peasants to remain on the land they have traditionally 
occupied, especially as land values rise in fertile areas.” 

The report of the Third Commission of Enquiry of the 
International League for Human Rights is outstanding for 
its grasp of mbaretk-the higher law of Paraguayan society: 

Coexisting side by side in Paraguay are two structures of 
authoritative norms. The first consists of the Constitution, 
Codes, laws and administrative rules .... The second is an un- 
written code of norms assigning rank and influence within a 
hierarchy of power. The second bears the name in Guarani of 
&rete, which in English means “superior power over oth- 
ers.” In Paraguay when the code of mbaretP clashes with the 
legal system, it is the latter which must and does give way. 

A new element in the rise of the last wave of repression 
was the emergence of organized forms of protest. Among 
the groups Paraguayans have formed are a Permanent Com- 
mittee in Solidarity With Political Prisoners, and there have 
been public demonstrations, a protest in Asuncion by fam- 
ilies of peasant prisoners to demand the release of their 
relatives, and the publication of prisoners’ letters in news- 
papers. A group of peasants imprisoned in May of 1983 
were Freed after a fifty-two-day hunger strike and as a 
result of national and international pressure. 

Despite the increased scrutiny and pressure of intema- 
tional groups, most of the abuses and human rights vio- 
lations committed in Paraguay remain hidden. The recent 
installation of the democratic government of Ra61 Alfonsin 
in Argentina has influenced Paraguayan domestic politics, 
and an effort is now being made to push for the return of 
members of the MOPOC-an organization formed by 
dissidents of the ruling Colorado party-now in political 
exile. The opening of political spaces, not only in Argen- 
tina but in Brazil as well, makes even more important a 
coordinated, dynamic, and efficient action to demonstrate 
international solidarity. 

In the United States, Representative Tony P. Hall (D., 
Ohio) has presented to Congress a resolution aimed at 
improving the human rights situation in Paraguay. The 
legislation states that “until the state of siege is lifted, all 
political prisoners released, and all Parguayans guaranteed 
the right to return to and remain in their country’’ the 
United States “first,. . .provide no security assistance to 
Paraguay, and second,. . .oppose all loans and financial and 
technical assistance to Paraguay by the International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development and by the Inter- 
american Development Bank, except for loans or assistance 
which serve the basic human needs .of the people of Par- 
aguay.” 

Such a resolution would go far to inform the Stroessner 
regime that the world has begun-however belatedly-to 
monitor developments in that beleaguered country. lwvl 
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