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DEALING WITH THE PAST: THE ROLE OF TRUTH IN 
NATIONAL RECONCILIATION

Armando M. Lago and María C. Werlau1

The three key components of a national reconcilia-
tion process are truth, justice, and reconciliation.
History has shown that all three should be properly
addressed for a transition from a repressive regime to
take place successfully, that is, in a way that allows
society to heal and integrate a painful past in a pro-
ductive manner.

The Cuban process, we believe, is inevitable and will
hopefully begin sooner rather than later. Whether it’s
tomorrow, next year, or 5-10 years from now, the
Cuban people will, in an open society, no doubt have
to confront the violence, loss, and trauma of the last
half-century. Cuba is not there yet. Until the time for
a transition process begins, we can only lay founda-
tions to undertake then each of these three challenges
responsibly.

In the last 25 years, there have been at least twenty
processes worldwide generally known as Truth and
Justice or Truth and Reconciliation Commissions.
This trend began in the early 1980s in Argentina af-
ter the end of its military rule and extended to Uru-
guay, Chad, Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Germany, South Africa, and so on. There is a defini-
tive movement of growing international awareness of
the value, need, and use of this tool to face the chal-
lenges of transition from violent dictatorships to de-
mocracy, which is also a worldwide trend. This has

generated a wealth of experience in facing the past,
ample and lively intellectual debate regarding all its
aspects—intellectual, psychological and practical—
and vivid awareness of the huge individual and col-
lective challenges that this process implies. This lets
us draw from a vast literature and practical know-
how that will one day help us face our unique history
and develop our own path to overcoming what many
believe to be the darkest chapter of our national his-
tory.

On this occasion, we will deal briefly with the issue
of truth. Due to a series of events we cannot relate
here, in 1998 the authors embarked on a partnership
of common purpose with this project, which we
came to call Truth Recovery Archive on Cuba
(T.R.A.C.). Over time, a handful of supporters have
believed in this work, but our resources are minimal
and the work is entirely voluntary. What really sus-
tains this project is the conviction that uncovering
the truth is not only necessary, but, importantly,
constitutes a debt with those who’ve lost their lives
and their loved ones. In addition it is essential to
present and future generations.

Despite tremendous challenges, for six years one of
the authors (Armando Lago) has worked line by line,
page by page, composing a volume of over 1,000
pages drawn from a massive bibliography that cross-

1. The presentation of the paper was made by María C. Werlau. The paper borrows heavily from remarks delivered at the conference
“The State, Justice and the Rule of Law in Cuba on the Centennial of the First Republican Constitution,” hosted by St. Thomas Uni-
versity, Miami, May 11-12, 2001.
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references and pulls together thousands of sources to
give a name and a story to the victims of the political
process we know as the Cuban Revolution. This
work is to be published in a forthcoming volume ti-
tled The Human Cost of Social Revolution: The Black
Book of Cuban Communism. His research is the start-
ing point for the other aspects of this project, which:
1) seeks to organize the assembled information in a
database and other useful ways in order to dissemi-
nate it through a website, reports, documentaries,
and other forms; and 2) attempts to create an archive
to expand on each documented case by gathering ev-
idence, pictures, testimonies, etc., to tell each story as
fully as possible.

The scope of the project is the loss of life attributed
to political-military causes from Batista’s March 10,
1952 coup d’etat onwards. It encompasses actions
taking place inside or outside the island and affecting
Cubans and non-Cubans alike. Abundant sources
have been used for this research: existing lists, press
reports, prison memoirs, personal testimonies, and
others. Each name is documented with the source of
the information.

Tables 1 and 2 provide a few snapshots into this
groundbreaking work. In addition to the 102,794
victims of the Castro Regime (Table 1), we have doc-
umentation of 191 extra-judicial assassinations com-
mitted by anti-Castro groups or individuals and
2,739 losses by Castro forces in combat at Escambray
and Bay of Pigs and in infiltration raids. These num-
bers, however, do not include work that has not been
done yet—deaths of foreign nationals resulting from
international incursions, sabotage, or support for
subversion outside of Cuba, sponsored and/or fund-
ed by Cuba or with Cuban participation. If we are
ever able to embark on documenting this, numbers
will total in the thousands in Central and South
America alone, not to mention Africa.  

In addition, we have documented 2,741 reported
deaths for the Batista period (from Batista’s March
10, 1952 coup d’etat to Castro’s takeover on January
1, 1959). Of these, 1,807 deaths were caused by
Batista’s forces and 912 deaths by revolutionary ele-
ments. The Appendix provides more detail on these

summary figures. Actually, each case is substantiated
with the name and circumstances of death.

It is important to take into account, however, that
this is work in progress, and therefore the numbers
change as names are added and errors corrected. Be-
cause the criteria for inclusion are quite strict and we
lack access to the island for field research, we believe
these numbers do not reflect the true dimension of
loss of life. Just to give one example: several persons
in Cuba or who have left Cuba in recent years and
are familiar with the situation inside some prisons
have given anecdotal accounts of prisoners who have
died for lack of medical attention or have committed
suicide as a result of the awful conditions they faced.
Most of these victims cannot be accounted for yet for
lack of adequate information. There are many other
challenges with respect to the research and classifica-
tion of deaths, which we cannot detail here. The real-
ity is that until Cuba is free and this work can be
done inside the island—hopefully as part of a state-
sponsored effort—many of these deficiencies will

Table 1. Victims of the Castro Regime 
(post-1958 period) Documented 
to Date (figures as of August 2003)

Firing squad executions 5,519
Extra-judicial assassinations 1,149
Deaths in prison 1,178
Missing and disappeared 189
Assassinated in exit attempts 172

Sub-total 8,207
Combat deaths (Escambray & Bay of Pigs) 2,707
Combat deaths (infiltration raids) 35
Cuban soldiers killed in internationalist wars 14,031
Sub-total 16,773
“Balseros” (high end of estimated range) 77,814

Total 102,794

Table 2. Victims of the Batista period 
(1952-58)

Deaths caused by Batista 
forces

Deaths caused by 
Revolutionaries

1952 7 3
1953 113 34
1954 6 5
1955 19 4
1956 152 25
1957 216 146
1958 1303 708

1816 925
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not be properly addressed and corrected. And even
then, the work will never be flawless, as has been seen
in other countries. Although the forthcoming book
by Lago is quite comprehensive, we intend to contin-
ue documenting cases as they happen or as reports
and evidence of past victims surface.

WHAT ARE THE REASONS FOR OUR 
EFFORT?
There are several motives behind this project. First,
to raise awareness—both inside Cuba and around
the world—of individual and collective human suf-
fering and of the magnitude of the Cuban tragedy,
hoping to generate international pressure to help put
a stop to the continued loss of life and to other hu-
man rights abuses, all with the purpose of helping
bring about the end of the Castro regime. This com-
pelling motivating factor exists independently from
the desire to establish truth with the eventual goal of
national reconciliation. To us, it seems logical that
the path to reconciliation means that, first, we must
work to end the cause of violence.

To put these numbers in the context of an experience
close in time and space, the Pinochet regime in Chile
has been documented officially as having killed or
disappeared 3,197 people (2,095 extra-judicial exe-
cutions and deaths under torture and 1,102 disap-
pearances). Think about the worldwide condemna-
tion of the Pinochet regime and imagine the impact
the facts about the magnitude of the Cuban tragedy
could have if they were better known, in particular
ways—through testimony about its victims—and in
a general way—by presenting information about its
scale. Fidel Castro and the Cuban leadership have
traveled the world with impunity, and wined and
dined with figures of international prominence with-
out shame or fear. We believe they must be held ac-
countable. The record of their crimes is the first step
to making that possible.

Second, to help, in a way, to make sense of the
countless stories of loss and sacrifice and, in a small
way, honor the memory of those who died seeking or
defending freedom.

Third, to sensitize the Cuban people about the huge
cost of this national tragedy and the importance of

resolving conflicts peacefully and democratically, so
historic mistakes and injustices are not repeated. We
believe that truth is the most solid foundation to em-
brace forgiveness and achieve true reconciliation. We
count all victims—regardless of race, social or eco-
nomic status, nationality or political affiliations or
ideological belief. Our duty is to the facts.

LESSONS FROM OTHER EXPERIENCES

Let us very briefly address several key issues we have
learned from truth and reconciliation processes
worldwide. This cursory selection summarizes some
of the challenges ahead of us.

Should we know and remember or should we 
move on?

This debate takes place in every country. There are
always those who call for burying the past and focus-
ing on building the present and the future; they re-
gard processes to document the truth of the past as
uncovering psychological wounds that are best left to
heal on their own. They argue that investigating and
documenting the truth brings us closer to the mind-
set of abuse we would rather distance ourselves from,
and could even derail peace initiatives. We, of course,
do not agree with this position. In fact, there seems
to be a universal trend that indicates that:

Tuth is healing—at an individual and collective level,
it is psychologically restoring to victims, survivors,
and society as a whole.

Knowledge and official acknowledgement of some
sort are required for the healing to begin. Mental
health professionals can well attest to the fact that
mourning without knowledge of the facts is more
painful and prolonged. Closure eases the burden of
grief and helps us move forward.

Constructive remembering helps a society control the
future, thus promoting reconciliation. There appears
to be no solid foundation for reconciliation without a
search for the facts or “the truth.” (We confess, how-
ever, that to us “the truth” seems elusive, and it is
particularly so in this context. We prefer to see it as
“searching for, achieving and/or understanding ‘as
much truth’ as possible.” This seems to be an impor-
tant distinction to keep in mind.)
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Whatever the arguments, let us keep in mind that
forgetting cannot be decreed.

If it is established that we ought to embark on a 
process that includes remembering, how do we do 
that?

The strategies adopted to deal with the past are nec-
essarily shaped by the existing political and social
context and should be creative while carefully
thought out. Informal processes, such as the one con-
ducted in Guatemala through the Catholic Church,
have taken place, but there is growing consensus of
the imperative of remembering “officially,” that is,
through some official body created by the govern-
ment for this purpose that will create an official
record.

The implications and pragmatic realities that will
need to be resolved are enormous. Societies must deal
not only with the practical aspects of compensating
victims, but also with moral questions of whether to
trade justice for truth and how to deal with inform-
ers, accomplices, and even neighbors who remained
silent.

The following are just some examples of what must
be dealt with:

• What defines a victim? For example, overempha-
sizing victims who lost their lives may underem-
phasize the high cost paid by their surviving fam-
ily members, including violence they may have
suffered directly of indirectly. Should emotional
suffering be taken as a basis for compensation?

• What abuses should be taken into account? For
example, South Africa’s Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission dealt with a broad category of
“gross human rights violations,” while the Chil-
ean commission dealt only with deaths and dis-
appearances.

• Who should be appointed to carry out the pro-
cess? What powers shall they have? Will they be
seen as credible and impartial? If seen as biased,
how will that affect the process?

All of these questions raise issues of methodology, de-
livery of justice, forgiveness, the successful managing

of legitimate rage, addressing demands for justice and
desire for revenge, political implications, role of insti-
tutions society (for example, should the Catholic
Church play a role?), and so on.

How do we deal with the abusers, those who 
committed the crimes or gave the orders?

This involves considering remedies from blanket am-
nesties to trials and actual convictions of perpetra-
tors. In order to get perpetrators to provide informa-
tion, should justice be exchanged for truth?

Who gets blamed or punished—from foot soldiers
to commanders—must be addressed. In East Ger-
many, for example, the trials of border guards have
provoked huge debates regarding what responsibility
individuals following orders have and how should
they be punished vis-à-vis the officials who directed
the very system that stopped people from leaving. In
Chile, after several years of amnesties granted during
the transition to democracy, deals made with the Pi-
nochet government have been overturned and perpe-
trators sentenced.

In the Cuban case, the length of time of some of the
crimes could potentially impact how certain deci-
sions are taken. For example, many of the executions
took place up to 43 years ago. Many of the perpetra-
tors, if still alive, are in their seventies. A sentence
would mean that they would spend the rest of their
lives in prison. Should a minimum sentence be ap-
plied? Should elderly or infirm people be amnestied?
All of these questions will need to be addressed.

It is important to point out that there is a definite
trend in world conscience, in international law —
both customary and written—as well as in the actual
practice of the delivery of justice worldwide, to ad-
dress past wrongs, provide reparation, and bring per-
petrators to justice. This permeates across a wide
spectrum, from the billion-dollar settlement of Ger-
man companies to compensate victims of slave labor,
to the freezing and return of funds stolen by govern-
ment leaders and stashed away in Swiss banks, and to
the restoration to their rightful owners of art work
stolen during World War II.
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How do we legitimize the remembering process? 
How do we provide reparation?
This brings up such issues as acknowledgement,
apology, compensation, expectation on the victims
and survivors to cooperate and to forgive or, rather,
to demand justice, sensitivity to victims and survivors
from the commission members, the media, and soci-
ety in general. The psychological, economic, and po-
litical implications are obvious.

How do we shape the future?
It is important for these processes to include recom-
mendations to protect human rights and ensure po-
litical and social reform that will provide assurance
that past crimes will be avoided in the future and that
society will be transformed. This can be done
through education programs, human rights aware-
ness campaigns, victim support systems, and the cre-
ation of forward-looking structures.

CONCLUSION
There is considerable evidence to suggest that it is
through taking control of “memory and history” that
societies can develop a constructive collective memo-
ry to deal positively and successfully with periods

that follow trauma and violence. It is crucial for soci-
ety as a whole participate in an extensive preparation
and consultative process to determine what strategy
is best and carefully define the process to be under-
taken. We firmly believe that only when Cuba is a
free country and when Cuban society can, as a
whole, participate fully in an entirely informed and
open manner, that all of these questions can be re-
solved with fairness and over time to allow true soci-
etal healing.

The work ahead is enormous. We can begin by set-
ting the tone for when circumstances are right, but
we must recognize that this will be an imperfect pro-
cess, fraught with limitations, dissatisfactions, dis-
agreements, mishaps, and imperfections. No society
has escaped that.

Finally, we believe that for this process to be healing
and allow us to move forward successfully, we should
prepare to courageously confront its challenges head
on and address its full complexities with great atten-
tion to fairness, integrity, and, ideally, with great
doses of compassion.
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Appendix  A. Resumen de Muertes por Causas Políticas del Período Insurreccional de la 
Revolución Cubana (1952-1958)a

Muertes causadas por fuerzas de Batista 
448 Guerrilleros muertos en combate en las campañas de las sierras (4/1956, 35/1957, 409/1958)

37 Revolucionarios y civiles muertos en bombardeos de la Fuerza Aérea (1958)
15 Guerrilleros asesinados luego de rendirse en combates, Central Macareno y otros (1958) 
21 Guerrilleros prisioneros de guerra asesinados en Alegría del Pío (en 1958) 
20 Prisioneros de guerra de la Expedición Corinthia asesinados por Fermín Cowley (1957) 

105 Fusilamientos de campesinos colaboradores de la guerrilla (40/1956, 14/1957, 51/1958)
8 Revolucionarios muertos en combate en el Asalto al Moncada (1953) 

10 Revolucionarios muertos en combate en el asalto al Cuartel Céspedes de Bayamo (1953)
60 Marineros y revolucionarios muertos en combate en la insurrección naval de Cienfuegos (1957) 
25 Revolucionarios muertos en combate en el asalto a Palacio Presidencial (en 1957)
16 Revolucionarios muertos en combate en el asalto al Cuartel Goicuría (1956)

1 Asesinato de prisioneros de guerra en el cuartel Goicuría (Reynold García, 1956)
56 Asesinato de prisioneros de guerra del Moncada (1953)
15 Asesinato de prisioneros de guerra del Cuartel Céspedes de Bayamo (1953)

9 Civiles asesinados en Santiago en represalia por el asalto al Moncada (1953) 
664 Asesinatos extra-judiciales (6/1952, 7/1953, 6/1954, 14/1955, 38/1956, 23/1957, 570/1958)

1 Soldados leales a Prío muertos en tiroteos en el Palacio Presidencial (1952)
12 Desapariciones de revolucionarios arrestados (2/1955, 4/1957, 6/1958) 

147 Revolucionarios muertos en tiroteos urbanos durante la Huelga General (1958) 
125 Revolucionarios muertos en otros tiroteos urbanos (7/1953, 2/1955, 24/1956, 33/1957, 59/1958) 

12 Presos políticos asesinados en prisión (1/1954, 7/1956, 1/1957, 3/1958) 
1 Muertes en prisión de revolucionarios por negligencia médica (1957)
8 Suicidios de revolucionarios bajo arresto (1/1956, 1/1957, 6/1958) 

1,816 Sub-total

Muertes causadas por fuerzas revolucionarias anti-Batistianas 
487 Soldados muertos en combates en áreas rurales y sierras (2/1956, 33/1957, 452/1958)

96 Campesinos fusilados o ahorcados en sierras y áreas rurales (1/1956, 46/1957, 49/1958)
3 Guerrilleros muertos en accidentes de jeep en las sierras (1958)
9 Guerrilleros muertos accidentalmente por tiros escapados o tiros al aire (1958)
3 Desertores revolucionarios ejecutados en México (1956)

22 Soldados muertos en combate en el Cuartel Moncada (1953)
3 Asesinatos de soldados y enfermeros en el Hospital Saturnino Lora del Cuartel Moncada (1953)

12 Soldados y policías muertos en combates durante la Insurrección Naval de Cienfuegos (1957) 
191 Asesinatos extrajudiciales (1/1952, 2/1953, 4/1954, 2/1955, 10/1956, 36/1957, 136/1958)

2 Policías muertos en tiroteo en Palacio Presidencial durante el golpe de estado (1952)
28 Muertos en bombardeos terroristas (3/1953, 1/1954, 1/1955, 1/1956, 11/1957, 11/1958)
52 Muertos en otros tiroteos urbanos (4/1953, 1/1955, 7/1956, 5/1957, 35/1958) 

1 Soldados muertos en fugas de prisión (1956) 
2 Desapariciones de oficiales del gobierno de Batista (1958) 

11 Secuestradores y civiles muertos en actos de piratería aérea (1958)
3 Civiles muertos accidentalmente en tiroteos de fuerzas revolucionarias (Cienfuegos, 1957) 

925 Sub-total
2,741 Total

a. La mayoría de las víctimas a las cuales se refiere este resumen están catalogadas por nombre y demás datos circunstanciales. El menor número que no
está identificada por nombre fue reportado en informes de prensa de la época.


