
Collective trauma in Guatemala

70% of the Guatemalan population is of Mayan origin. Four
million Mayas live in the highlands. The 1981-1986 army counter-
guerrilla campaign produced an intense social impact: a) 50.000
adults (a large majority of them civilians) have been killed since
1980 in order to wipe out an estimated 3.500 guerrilla soldiers and
10.000 local irregular forces. The US Embassy (not a likely sup-
port for the guerrilla forces) estimated that the guerrilla had bet-
ween 30 and 60 thousand actively organized supporters and that
80% of them were mayan. Approximately 200.000 people were
killed or disappeared (ODHAG, 1998). b) One million people we-
re displaced (25% of the highland population), c) USAID estima-
ted than 400.000 people had been hit by repression (10% of the
highland population suffered the destruction of harvest, homes,
disruption of normal activities and displacement), d) war and co-
llective repression provoked 400.000 refugees in Mexico, Belize
and the USA, e) 20.000 subjects organized in Popular Resistance

Communities (illegal and allegedly pro-guerrilla communities) li-
ved in the jungle under army fire and 50.000 refugees around the
mexican border were in similar conditions, f) 700.000-900.000
Mayas had been recruited for civil patrols (local counter-guerrilla
forces). Nearly 10% (mostly those who worked the land and were
more than 18 years old) of the guatemalan population has been mi-
litarized (ODHAG,1998).

Historical and cultural background

In order to understand the emotional experiences, rituals and
collective memory claims of the indigenous guatemalan people,
we shall summarize some aspects of their culture. Mayan culture
has been under spanish and latinamerican domination for 500 ye-
ars. This culture assimilates external pressure: today’s indigenous
dress was imposed by the spanish and is now a symbol of ethnic
pride. Cofradias (syncretic catholic brotherhoods) and individual
land ownership, both originally imposed, are now pillars of indi-
genous society (Wearne, 1994). Before armed insurrection and sta-
te repression, mayan culture had been eroded by the lack of land
and by migration from the highland to the plantations on the Paci-
fic coast of Guatemala. Guatemala has the most unequal land dis-
tribution in Latinamerica. In 1979, 88% of all guatemalan farms
were too small to meet household food requirements. Traditional
mayan earth cult was not dominant even before state repression.
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Catholic chatequists during the nineteen seventies criticized el-
ders’ domination and catholic brotherhoods, and in doing so ques-
tioned alcohol consumption, dancing and the use of the saint’s
images, all central to cofradia celebrations (Wilson, 1995). Mayan
communities were not ideal islands of harmonious life: class dif-
ferences were important and ethnic clashes took place between
different groups.

However, the war stopped the communities’ traditional rites.
War accelerated social changes, reinforcing the incorporation of
indigenous population into national guatemalan society. This
brought about, in these groups, a massive process of accultura-
tion. The economic crisis and repression displaced a large num-
ber of people to the cities, to other lands and into exile, and rein-
forced the commoditization of rural labor relationships. On a
cultural level, war fostered universal indigenist beliefs and pro-
voked an ethnic revival (ODHAG,1998; Wearne, 1994; Wilson,
1995).

a) The maya —and guatemalan— culture is a collectivistic or
sociocentric culture, marked with less materialism and to some ex-
tent less individualism in comparison to Latinamerican mestizo
cultures. For the indigenous culture the value or worth of a person
and all his identity marks (language, clothes, religion) are linked
to the community. Social identity refers usually to the village or
community first, linguistic group second, and only recently, after
the turnmoil suffered during the nineteen eighties, has a mayan
identity emerged (Wearne, 1994; Wilson, 1995). 

A collectivistic culture probably reinforces the impact of re-
pression in community members other than the nuclear family.
This could lead us to state that in a collectivistic culture such as
this there could be a larger amount of resilence among these sub-
jects. Some data with Latinamerican (mexican) subjects confirms
that events happening to members of the social network (other
than the self, spouse and children) were important predictors of
emotional distress but not for more individualistic subjects such as
mexican americans or caucasians in the USA (Hough, Canino,
Abug & Gusman, 1998).

b) The maya —and guatemalan— culture is also a high power
distance society in which respect towards elders and local offi-
cials, responsability, honesty and hard work are valued (Wear-
ne,1994; Wilson, 1995). The balance and harmonious relations-
hips with nature and the respect due to people are a part of mayan
cosmovision. In mayan culture, any indication that someone is
hostile implies that the person is not good and cannot be trusted.
Moreover, in Latinamerican culture health and well-being are re-
lated to social relationships and tranquility. Anger is a threat which
disrupts social relationships (Woodrick, 1995). Indigenous sub-
jects are less prone to anger and their emotional balance is reflec-
ted in a lower level of accidents and violence in comparison to
mestizos (Wearne, 1994). Self-modification and indirect control is
the preferred coping style in Latinamerican societies similar to the
guatemalan culture such as Mexico (Diaz-Loving, 1998). Among
the mayas we find a more subtle expression of anger, not its ab-
sence. As Zur (1996) noted, mayas tend to express distress by me-
ans of somatization or somatic metaphores and not by catharsis, a
word which in fact they do not have in their language. Direct ex-
pression of emotions is viewed as a factor which may jeopardize
social relationships and one’s social status. 

Cultural rejection of anger and self-modification coping may
help normalize stress by means of resignation and stoicism when
faced with suffering (Hough, Canino, Abueg & Gusman, 1998).

c) Farming is the traditional maya activity and land ownership
is central to social identity. Milpa (plots of mountain lands) and
maize are major facets of mayan culture. A milpa is an essential
symbol of mayanity or mayanness. Land has a religious signifi-
cance: it is the home of the most important maya god. Land also
produces the sacred maize which is the basis of every meal. Tra-
ditional mayan subjects see themselves analogically as ‘Men of
Maize’. Representations of the landscape are central to community
and individual mayan identities (Wilson, 1995). 

Material and animal loss are usually also a symbolic loss, a
very important factor in a culture in which land is essential for so-
cial identity. Displacement disrupts the relationship with the
mountain gods, and impedes the undergoing of transition and
mourning rituals.

d) Mayan subjects develop syncretic religious practices, inte-
grating «magical» rituals in catholic forms. Mayan culture has an
all-pervading sense of the religious, the magical and supernatural.
Animals and nature are related to humankind, they command love
and respect and are personifications of good and of ancestors’
souls. Some, but not all, of the mayan ethnic groups believe in ani-
mal alter egos, usually called nagual. An animal spirit companion
of the person lives in the mountain, and spirits reside in each
mountain (Wilson, 1995). Tzotzils, an important minority of the in-
digenous inhabitants of Mexico, and present also in Guatemala,
have a spiritual concept of the self, expressed in the idea that an
animal soul defines and influences personal destiny. Animal souls
and person co-essence are a repeating figure in mayan folk theo-
ries of well-being and fate (Gossen, 1994). 

Violence directed towards land and animals also implies inflic-
ting symbolic wounds to the earth and god and potentially to souls
and co-essences. Although the importance given to animals is a fe-
ature of mayan culture it is nevertheless less prevalent than spiri-
tualism and the importance attached to the land.

e) A holistic and analogical mode of thought, opposed to the
western individualistic analytic and categorical mode of thought,
characterizes maya culture (León-Portilla, 1986). Things, people
and earth are conceived of as interrelated. Indigenous thought is
more holistic and analogical, and so many western analytic cate-
gories cannot be found. Death does not mean absence of life, and
there are different forms of life. For Mayas, in a way similar to that
of buddhists, the deceased community and family member beco-
mes an ancestor, with whom the bereaved may remain in contact.
From a cultural point of view for the mayas death is not the oppo-
site of life. The dead are «alive» in the community. Ancestors are
present in everyday life. The living and the dead are both on Earth.
Cleansing corpses and offering drinks or clothes to the dead are
important aspects of mayan funerals. People offer cigarettes and
alcohol to the dead in commemorations. Exhumations, secundary
burials of the bones of the deceased and annual celebrations are ri-
tuals which reinforce a positive relationship between the deceased
and the bereaved in mayan culture (Woodrick, 1995). 

Absence of these rituals disrupt the normative positive rela-
tionship between the living and the dead, and cultural beliefs and
practices probably reinforce a sense of presence of the deceased
(Averill, 1979). 

Massive loss, mourning rituals and collective memory 

Grief is a basic reaction to loss. Mourning rituals, funerals and
commemorations were intended to allow open expression of grief
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through ritual. Some features, typical of collective violence, like
sudden death, massive loss, and absence of mourning rituals, are
risk factors for chronic grief symptoms (Worden, 1991). Because
of the importance of corpse related rituals and the belief that an-
cestors are present in daily life, massive loss, sudden death and ab-
sence of rituals could be even more negative in the case of the ma-
yas. Many survivors of the guatemalan genocide did not bury their
beloved — they did not know what had happened to their relati-
ves, or where the corpses were. Repression also did not allow fu-
neral rites and ceremonies. Displacement outside of the country,
absence of corpses or repression hindered funerals and rituals.
Mutilated corpses also provoked pain («they were killed like ani-
mals») and inhibited normal rituals (ODHAG,1998). Authors such
as Parkes and Weiss (1983) posit that collective commemorations
and mourning rituals have a functional role in order to assimilate
loss. On the other hand, an absence of mourning rituals are a risk
factor for psychological reactions and problematic grief (see Wor-
den, 1991). Freud (1917) conceived the work of mourning as the
process by which a person reorganizes the internal world after be-
reavement. In the same vein for Malinowski a funeral rite and a ce-
remony function to reduce or aminorate the tensions created in in-
dividuals by death (Howard, 1989). Some studies confirm the po-
sitive effects which commemorations have on subjective well-
being. For instance, Levav et al. (1988) found that fathers and di-
vorced/widowed mothers of a son killed in an accident showed
higher mortality than fathers and divorced/widowed mothers of a
son killed in the 1973 Yom Kipour war. This suggests the positive
role which collective commemorations and rituals may have on
health. Notwithstanding, data concerning the positive effects on
individual emotional states of commemorations and rituals is scar-
ce. For instance, in a sample of 30 bereaved partners of men with
Aids, participation in, and acceptance of, ceremonies of leave-ta-
king as satisfactory were unrelated to psychological symptoms 12
months later (Weiss & Richard, 1997). One explanation to this
contradictory picture is that factors which correlate with objective
health and behavior may be uncorrelated with distress and emo-
tional experience (Pennebaker, Mayne & Francis, 1997) or can be
negatively correlated with emotional recovery. 

Mourning rituals and activities of collective remembering may
benefit the individuals and also serve important social functions.
Mourning rituals, memorials and commemorations, like other ri-
tuals of transition, insert individuals into the whole society, reaf-
firming its continuity (Averill, 1979). Durkheim argued that rituals
intensify shared emotion and bind together those who have had
their emotions augmented in a feeling of solidarity. The loss of a
group member entails funerary rites. There is a coming together
and a closeness. The results of mourning rituals are similar to mo-
re positive rites and commemorations: an emotional effervescence
through the sharing of a common feeling, even if it is sadness. A
sense of unity with others arises and even when facing death, pro-
vokes a renewed interest in life. In sum, rituals reinforce emotions
and strengthen social cohesion and mobilization (Durkheim
1912/1982; Kemper, 1993). According to Radcliffe-Brown’s
structural-functionalist approach, strongly influenced by Durk-
heim, funeral rites are one of the elements which help maintain so-
cial order and group cohesion — the behavior of the bereaved ser-
ves to reaffirm the values of society and promote group solidarity
(Howard, 1989). Available data on collective disasters or catas-
trophes confirm that rituals (e.g. memorial services) help people
strengthen common links between members and come to terms

with events by providing a structure (Hodkingson & Stewart,
1991).

Halbwachs, a Durkheimian sociologist who wrote on the topic
of collective memory, proposes that commemoration and rituals
are a form of collective remembering which supports a moral self-
definition and helps consolidate memories of important events.
Remembering is a normative process which allows people to have
a personal and social identity, to transmit and learn a moral lesson
(Páez et al., 1997; Halbwachs, 1950/1968). In a similar vein, Frij-
da (1997) posits that commemorations and rituals actualize fee-
lings towards deceased people, both positive like affection, but al-
so negative such as sadness and anger. Emotions stemming from
past traumatic collective events are usually alive and acute, and
commemorations re-actualize these emotions. By this token revi-
ving bonds with the deceased confirms a person’s social identity
and is a step towards the reappropriation of the past - an effort to
extract a moral lesson from the past which supports a moral self-
definition (Halbwachs, 1968; Frijda, 1997; Pennebaker, Paez &
Rimé, 1997).

Participation in rituals and social sharing not only helps to en-
hance social integration and restore self-concept and self-esteem,
but also helps to construct a collective memory (Rimé et al, 1998).
It may be possible that participating in rituals reinforces emotions
such as sense of injustice and also reinforces claims for collective
remembering and sociopolitical demands. 

Culture, silence and social sharing of emotions

Different authors propose that inhibition is unhealthy and that
social sharing and disinhibition helps to overcome emotional and
traumatic events (Pennebaker, 1990). Evidence also shows that the
social sharing of emotional events intensifies affective reactions or
that social sharing does not help to bring about emotional relief,
even if data supports the idea that social sharing is associated with
improvements in health and subjective well-being in the medium
and long term (Rimé et al., 1997). Rimé et al suggest that social
sharing helps restore the self-concept, affected by an emotional
event which challenges the systems of beliefs about oneself, others
and the world. Social sharing also allows the social milieu to pro-
vide the affected person with culturally accepted ways of defining,
expressing and coping with the experience. 

Silence may be imposed by a situation of generalized insecu-
rity and fear. Some authors posit that inhibition of social sharing
accentuates the distinctions between the self and others, thereby
destroying solidarity among groups. Self-silencing exacerbates
people’s feeling of isolation and reduces opportunities for collec-
tive response (Lykes, 1994). At the same time, silence in response
to social disaster and repression is often an adaptive strategy for
survival (Comas-Diaz, Lykes & Alarcon, 1998). Correlational and
experimental evidence suggests that in the midst of a threatening
situation, such as a social disaster, people hold out their emotions
and prefer not to talk about the current disaster. Emotional inhibi-
tion and silence are quite adaptive if feelings may interfere with
performance and if such strategy allows people to avoid punition.
Once the social disaster is over, subjects can reflect on the trauma
and their emotions (Pennebaker, 1990, p.164). 

It seems reasonable to believe that these are cultural differen-
ces concerning emotional vividness, frequency and effects of emo-
tional inhibition and silence. In our case these differences would
be between the ladino or mestizo culture, more individualistic and
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relatively westernized, and the more collectivistic indigenous ma-
yan culture. This latter culture values harmony and so the verbal
non-expression of negative emotions is quite frequent. On the
other hand, non verbal communication is very important due to the
fact that mayan culture has a highly contextual communicational
style. For instance refusals are not stated directly, they must be in-
fered from non verbal and paralinguistic communication, people
must learn to understand when a «yes» means a «no» (ODHAG,
1998).

Collective trauma and emotions as antecedents of collective
memory

Some type of traumatic events, like wars and genocides, rein-
force the need to perform rituals (Frijda, 1997). Moreover, collec-
tive threats and repression provokes not only more social disrup-
tion, but more emotional reactions and also more social mobiliza-
tion (Martin-Baró, 1990). Different emotions, due to their specific
social functions, can reinforce claims for collective remembering.
Sadness, the dominant emotion in grief, by strengthening social
bonds, increases social cohesion and group survival. Sadness is al-
so supposed to enable to take a careful look at reality, accept loss,
and facilitate plans for a better performance in the future. Fear,
another dominant emotion in the social climate shared by victims
of violence, motivates flee and flight, and by focusing attention on
the threat can guide self-protective behavior. Nevertheless, fear
may not be a socially sanctioned emotion, and as such, be much
more inhibited than anger. Finally, anger and sense of injustice
mobilize energy and sustain goal-directed activity — not necessa-
rily aggression. Authors such as Oberschall posit that anger and a
sense of injustice are the psychological basis of social revolt. Ho-
wever, it is important to notice that the collectivistic mayan cultu-
re has a negative attitude towards anger and reinforces inhibitions
(i.e. an angry man is not allowed to be close to an infant). 

Method

Sample

6.494 interviews were collected in 18 regional departments
concerning the army repression and violence which had taken pla-
ce during the period 1981-85. 400 interviewers participated in the
field work. 61% of interviews were conducted in 15 native lan-
guages - 39% in Spanish, 19% in Qéqchi, 15% in Ixil and 11.8%
in Kíche. It was a volunteer sample and data was collected during
the period 1995-97. Data finally used in the statistical analysis
comprised 3424 subjects, this was due to the fact that comparing
results using 2.000 interviews and 3.400 results were similar.

Instrument

A structured interview with open answer questions was used.
Seven questions were asked: a) What happened; b) Where and
when?; c) Who? d) Effects of violence in persons, families and co-
llectivities, e) How do you cope with the events; f) Why? attribu-
tion of causality; g) What to do to prevent violence? The Catholic
Church sponsored the field work by means of the Reconstruction
of Historical Memory Project (REHMI) of the Guatemalan Catho-
lic Church Human Rights Department (ODHAG). Interviewers
were trained in 220 workshops. Interviewers belonged to mayan

communities and of course were fluent in their language and
usually bilingual (they also spoke spanish). Interviews were
usually tape recorded. All were translated to spanish by bilingual
staff and were coded by trained coders. Intercoding agreement was
above 70% after training. Code categories were the following : a)
type of repression: individual, collective; murder, missing people,
torture, b) antecedents and nature of violence; who: army, police,
paramilitary forces, civil patrols; c) psychological reactions: fear;
sadness; anger; helplessness; rumination; nightmares; sense of in-
justice; uncertainty; prolonged and intense grief; d) losses within
one’s family: spouse, father/mother, son, or other members; e) fa-
mily crisis: family disintegration, economic problems, change in
roles, overload; f) material losses: houses, harvests and animals; g)
community effects: disorganization, mistrust, community harass-
ment; h) individual and collective coping: individual flight; co-
llective flight; exile; displacement; reconstruction of social groups
and social support; vigilance; community organization; silence
and emotional inhibition; talking and searching for emotional so-
cial support; direct informational coping; self control and conten-
tion; religious coping; enduring extreme conditions; political en-
gagement; positive reappraisal; helping others or altruistic beha-
vior, contention and self-control; i) explanations for violence
(God, sociopolitical, ethnic, etc.) and what to do to prevent vio-
lence and with respect to the traumatic past: good will, reclaiming
Human Rights, to know the truth, no impunity, demanding pu-
nishment for those responsible, the Church should act, collective
remembering of the deceased; reparation to victims; the army and
guerrilla should change, sociopolitical change is needed.

The code categories were constructed by three members of the
REHMI professional team, and were based on previous work (20
focus groups with refugees on emotion prototypes and coping),
inductive construction of categories using the first 50 interviews,
and a review of literature on PTSD, coping and collective beha-
viour.

Code categories were not psychopathological: fear, sadness and
anger were conceived of as normal emotions or normal reactions
to extreme situations. For instance, prolonged and intense grief
does not imply a psychopathological criteria for chronic or com-
plicated grief (Prigerson et al., 1995). However the criteria was si-
milar to the main feature of complicated grief: the person being in-
terviewed could not speak of the deceased without experiencing
fresh and intense grief (Worden, 1991, p.75).

Results

Frequency of types of repression, rites, emotional reaction, coping
responses and collective memory claims

Frequencies in the 3424 interviews were the following : a) ty-
pe of repression: individual murder 31%, missing people, torture,
bomb threat 38%; collective massacre, 26%, individual murder
and collective massacre, 5%. b) Only 49,5% of the subjects know
were the corpses are and only 34% performed funerary rites —
and usually under the threat of repression. c) psychological reac-
tions: past fear, 31%, and present fear 26%; sadness past, 29%, and
present 15%; sense of injustice past, 15,4%, and present 9,1%;
prolonged and intense grief past, 6.9%, and present 8.1%, current
intense grief, 13.7%. d) individual and collective coping: direct
and cognitive coping, 52%; displacement and collective flight,
35%; helping others or altruistic behavior,14%; vigilance, 9,3%;
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social sharing and searching for emotional support 6,5%; recons-
truction of social groups and social support from one’s family,
4,5%; community organization; contention and self-control, 4,6%,
silence and emotional inhibition, 4,1%; enduring and resisting ex-
treme conditions, 4,7%; political engagement, 3,1%; positive re-
appraisal. e) what to do to prevent violence and with respect to the
traumatic past: reclaiming Human Rights, 17,8%; to know the
truth about the traumatic past, 9,2%; God’s will, 9,2%; no impu-
nity, punishment for those responsible, 8,1%; the Church should
act, 3,2%; reparation to victims, 4,2%; collective remembering of
the deceased, 1,7%; the army and guerrilla should change, 3,9%
and 1,5% respectively, sociopolitical change is needed, 5,3%.

Dimensions of emotional reaction, coping responses and collecti-
ve memory claims

Psychological responses were submitted to exploratory factor
analysis and to categorical factor analysis (Prinscal). Two factors
were found. Sense of injustice, anger, despair and uncertainty we-
re related and load in the first factor. Sadness, fear and psychoso-
matic problems (starvation) were related and load in the second
factor. Intense grief loads in both factors and was analyzed as a
specific reaction. Items related to family losses, effects of repres-
sion on the community and material losses converged in one fac-
tor per area.

Coping responses were submitted to exploratory multivariate
analysis. Four clusters or dimensions appeared. In a first dimen-
sion of confrontative and instrumental coping we find altruistic
behavior, cognitive coping, reconstruction of social support, se-
arching for information and reappraisal. In a second dimension of
adaptive emotional coping there converges social sharing, self-
control and contention, enduring an extreme situation, silence or
inhibition of social sharing and direct cognitive coping. A third
dimension was composed by collective flight or displacement
and coming back. A fourth dimension comprised transformation
of community organization and taking precautions when facing
danger.

Factor analysis of items concerning losses of a family member
(spouse, parents, sons and other members), family crisis items (fa-
mily disintegration, economic problems, change in roles, overlo-
ad), material loss items (houses, harvests and animals) and com-
munity effects items (disorganization, mistrust, community ha-
rassment) produces only one factor by domain. Higher factor sco-
res mean strong family losses and crisis, material losses and com-
munity problems. 

Responses to the question what to do to prevent violence were
also submitted to the same multivariate exploratory analysis. Th-
ree dimensions were found. In a first factor we encounter: God’s
will; active protection of Human Rights; to know the truth about
the traumatic past, to put an end to impunity, reclaiming justice
and punishment for those responsible of the massacres, and that
the Church should do something. This dimension represents the
reappropriation of the past and prevention of violence. Responses
stating that the army and guerrilla should change, and that socio-
political change is needed load in the second factor or dimension.
This dimension represents sociopolitical change demands. Finally,
reclaiming mourning rituals, respect and restauration of the dig-
nity of the deceased and reparation of victims load in a third fac-
tor, which represents a commemoration and moral and material re-
paration dimension.

Comparison between mother tongue (indigenous or spanish) in-
terviews

In order to analyse the results, two types of analyses were con-
ducted. Pearson correlations and multiple regressions were perfor-
med using total standarized or factor scores between psychological
reactions, being a victim of collective massacre, the social sharing
and silence dimension of coping, participating in funeral rituals and
different dimensions of collective memory claims. Crosstab analy-
ses were performed between participation in funeral rites, burials
and ceremonies, and the pyschological and coping responses. Re-
sults are presented in the form of Phi coefficients, a dichotomic
form of an association coefficient such as the Pearson correlation.

Psychological responses were differenciated in past emotions
(when the account confirms that subjects talked about emotions li-
ved in 81-85) or current emotions (when the account confirms that
people talk about current emotions).

The interviewed subjects’ mother tongue was unrelated to a glo-
bal score of mental and emotional reactions, disconfirming the idea
that mayas are more self-constrained and less emotionally expres-
sive. However, those whose mother tongue was spanish show a
higher report of the anger and sense of injustice dimension (Spa-
nish=1; Indigenous language=2; r (3127)=-.07, p<.001), supporting
the hypothesis of a higher cultural rejection of anger and hostility
in the maya culture. Having spanish as one’s mother tongue was re-
lated to a higher report of both social sharing (r=-.07, p<.001) and
silence (r=-.10, p<.001), suggesting that the mayas show lower le-
vels of coping. Having maya as mother tongue was slightly related
to a higher report of fear and sadness (r=.03, p<.07).

The indigenous population also talk more about material losses
(r=.05,p<.03), especially those concerning plots of land or har-
vests, and not so much those regarding animals. This may be due
to various reasons, one would be related with the fact that these
animal and material losses are also considered to be symbolic los-
ses in which the earth, one’s ancestors and even God are inflicted
a series of «wounds». Another answer to this situation would be to
consider events just as material (and not symbolic) losses. As we
have seen the mayas scored higher on the fear/sadness and starva-
tion factor, and so we could posit that these losses were in fact
very important and real economic losses and so affected the com-
munity’s and family’s economic development. Mayan subjects re-
ported less community crisis (r=-.05, p<.003).

The mayan population talks on average less than the spanish
speaking population (r=-.10, p<.001). This last group of subjects
seem to prefer a more direct coping strategy (r=-.049, p<.03), self-
control and contention (r=-.04,p<.03). They also are more in fa-
vour of getting to know the truth of what happened in Guatemala
and putting an end to the impunity of government officials, police
forces, the army, etc. (r=-.07, p<.004) and sociopolitical changes
(r=-.032,p<.003). To conclude, spanish speaking subjects report
higher anger related reaction, higher coping reactions, community
crisis and collective memory claims than mayan subjects. Mayan
subjects report more fear reaction and material losses than spanish
speaking persons.

Associations between collective massacre and social sharing, si-
lence, funeral rites and emotions

In order to contrast the hypothesis concerning the higher im-
pact of massive and sudden loss on emotional reactions, correla-
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tions were performed between being victim of a collective massa-
cre (Yes=2,No=1), participation in rituals, social sharing, silence
and factor scores of past and present emotional reactions. Being a
victim of collective massacre was associated to past sadness/ fear
(r=.15, p<.001), to past anger/sense of injustice (r=.13, p<.001), to
participation in funerary rites (Phi=.12,p<.001), to social sharing
(Phi=.06,p<.001) and to silence (Phi=.035,p<.03). Being a victim
of collective massacre was also associated to present sadness/ fe-
ar (r=.12, p<.001) and to present anger/sense of injustice (r=.09,
p<.001). Being a victim of collective massacre provokes higher
emotional reactions, more interpersonal and ritual coping.

Effects of collective remembering by means of funerals, burials
and ceremonies on emotions

In order to contrast Freud and Malinowski’s assumptions con-
cerning the positive emotional effects of conducting rituals, a se-
ries of correlations between the presence/absence of funeral rituals
and psychological reactions (total z scores and specific reactions)
were performed.

Participation in funeral rites was associated with past sad-
ness/fear (r=.17, p<.001), with past and present anger/sense of in-
justice (r=.13, p<.001 and r=.064, p<.003), to social sharing
(Phi=.08, p<.001) and silence (Phi=.09, p<.001). However, parti-
cipation in funerary rites was unrelated to present fear/sadness.

Participating or conducting funeral rites was associated in the
past to enhanced sadness (Phi=.18, p<.00), fear (Phi=.12,p<.00),
sense of injustice (Phi=.11,p<.00), helplessness (Phi=.088,p<.00)
loneliness (.059,p<.00), anger (Phi=.049,p<.02) and intense grief
(Phi=.033,p<.08).

Participation in, or conducting, funeral rites was unrelated in
the present to fear, sense of injustice, anger and intense grief. Ta-
king part in, or performing, funeral rites was associated in the pre-

sent to enhanced sadness (Phi=.077,p<.00) and loneliness
(Phi=.054,p<.01).

Participation in rituals reinforces negative emotional reactions
and was unrelated to emotional recovery from trauma.

Effects of collective remembering by means of funerals, burials
and ceremonies on coping

In order to contrast the validity of Durkheim and Radcliffe-
Brown’s assumptions regarding the positive social effects of conduc-
ting rituals, a series of correlations between presence/absence of fu-
neral rituals and coping reactions (total z scores and specific reac-
tions) were performed. Participating in rituals was associated with the
total z score of direct and social cohesion type coping (r=.22, p<.001). 

Participation in rites was also correlated with specific coping
responses in the moment the event took place. Participation in fu-
neral rites was associated to more coping: direct cognitive coping
(Phi=.18,p<.00), altruistic behavior (Phi=.17,p<.00) and recons-
truction of social support (Phi=.099, p<.00). It was also related to
religious coping (phi=.098,p<.00), social sharing inhibition
(Phi=.09,p<.00), social sharing (Phi=.076,p<.00), positive dreams
(Phi=.071, p<.001), and to reappraisal (Phi=.062, p<.004)

Performing funeral rituals was associated in the past with en-
hanced sadness (Phi=.18, p<.00), fear (Phi=.12, p<.00), sense of
injustice (Phi=.11, p<.00), helplessness (Phi=.088, p<.00), lone-
liness (Phi=.059, p<.00), anger (Phi=.049, p<.02), and intense
grief (Phi=.033, p<.08).

Participation in, or conducting, funeral rites was unrelated in
the present to fear, sense of injustice, anger and intense grief. Ta-
king part, or performing, funeral rituals was associated in the pre-
sent to enhanced sadness (Phi=.077, p<.00), loneliness (Phi=.054,
p<.01), lower levels of helplessness (Phi=-.059, p<.00), and lower
levels of political disengagement (Phi=-.04, p<.05).
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Globally, participation in rituals reinforces adaptive coping and
decreases responses related to lower collective self-efficiency,
confirming the positive social function of rituals.

Effects of collective remembering by means of funerals, burials
and ceremonies on collective memory claims

In order to contrast Halbwachs’ suggestions on the effects
which rituals have on collective memory, various correlations we-
re conducted between the presence/absence of funeral rituals and
collective memory claims (total z scores). Participating in funeral
rituals was associated with a stronger demand for collective me-
mory, more reparation (moral, material) (r=.07, p<.01), and with
direct and social cohesion type coping (r=.22, p<.001). It also pro-
duced more demands for knowing the truth of what had happened,
and reappropriation of the past (r=.09, p<.001).

Cultural differences: interaction between mother tongue (indige-
nous or spanish) interviews and funerals

In order to contrast cultural differences with regard to fune-
rary rituals, a series of Anovas were performed using mother ton-
gue and participation in burials as independent variables and fac-
tor scores of emotional reactions in the present, and coping and
collective memory claims as dependent variables. Marginally
significant interaction effects were found for anger related reac-
tions and commemoration and reparation factor scores [F
(1,1636=3.11, p<.08 and F (1,1636=3.09, p<.08 respectively].

There were no differences in current fear/sadness or intense
grief.

Inspection of means (see Figures 1 and 2) shows that parti-
cipation in funeral rituals decreases anger/sense of injustice in ma-
yan subjects, quite the opposite of what happens for spanish spea-
king respondents. Participation in burials implies reinforcing mo-
re strongly the demand for commemoration in spanish speaking
persons and to lesser degree in mayan subjects. Having performed
or taken part in funeral rituals or burials clearly decreases
anger/sense of injustice in mayan speaking subjects. 

Antecedents and emotional effects of social sharing and inhibition
of social sharing

In order to contrast the effects of social sharing and inhibition of
social sharing as a form of coping with traumatic events, correlations
were conducted between the use of silence and talking (No=1,
Yes=2) and emotional reactions (total factor scores and specific re-
actions in the past and in the present). Social sharing (talking and se-
eking emotional support) and inhibition of social sharing (silence and
hiding emotions) were associated to being a witness of collective
massacres (Phi=.07, p<.001, and Phi=.14, p<.001 respectively). So-
cial sharing and silence were similarly correlated with factor scores
of past sadness/fear (both r’s=.15, p<.001) and with past anger/sense
of injustice (r=.21, p<.001 and r=.19, p<.001 respectively). Talking
was related with present fear/sadness (r=.22, p<.001) and anger/sen-
se of injustice (r=.23, p<.001). Silence predicted current fear/sadness
(r=.15, p<.01) and anger/sense of injustice (r=.14,p<.01).
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Talking and silence were related to a higher report of specific
emotions in the past, similarly to participating in funeral rites.
They correlated with fear (Phi=.14, p<.001, and Phi=.15, p<.001
for social sharing and silence respectively), sadness (Phi=.11,
p<.001, and Phi=.10, p<.001), anger (Phi=.17, p<.001, and Phi=
.12, p<.001), sense of injustice (Phi=.12, p<.001, and Phi=.10,
p<.001) and with intense grief (Phi=.054, p<.001, and Phi= .035,
p<.002).

Talking and silence were also related to higher report of emo-
tions in the present: sadness (Phi=.16, p<.001 and Phi=
.10,<p<.001), anger (Phi=.14, p<.001 and .08, p<.001), sense of
injustice (Phi=.18, p<.001 and .12, p<.001), intense grief (Phi=.14,
p<.001 and Phi=.084, p<.002) and to fear (Phi=.12, p<.001 and
Phi=.15, p<.001). 

Silence and talking reinforce emotional reactions in the past
and in the present, suggesting that the forms of coping with the
traumatic events had a more important impact in the current mood
states of persons than rituals, which were associated mostly to past
emotional reactions and only to current sadness and loneliness.

Associations of social sharing (talking) and inhibition of social
sharing (silence) with other forms of coping with traumatic events

Talking was associated to the factor score of direct and social
coping (r=.25, p<.001), and the need of knowing the truth of what
had happened and reappropriation of the past (r=.19, p<.001). Tal-
king also reinforces the need for commemorations and general re-
parations for what had happened (r=.08, p<.001). Silence reinfor-
ces direct/social cohesion coping (r=.17, p<.001), knowing the

truth and punishing those responsible (r=.18, p<.001), and com-
memoration and reparation (r=.08, p<.001).

Talking and silence were related to direct and cognitive coping
(Phi= .22, p<.00 and Phi=.14, p<.001), altruistic behavior (Phi=
.18, p<.001 and Phi=.13, p<.001), and reconstruction of social
support (Phi=.10, p<.001 and Phi=.084,p<.001). Social sharing
and silence were also related to contention (Phi= .11, p<.00 and
Phi= .12, p<.001) and collective flight or displacement (Phi=.09,
p<.00 and Phi=.06, p<.001). 

Talking and silence show a similar profile of associations with
coping and collective memory claims, suggesting that both forms
of coping were adaptive in the past.

Specific influences of collective massacre, funerals, emotions, tal-
king and silence on social cohesion coping

A multiple regression attempted to separate the effects of type
of repression (collective massacre yes/no), participation in rituals
(burial, ceremonies), social sharing and silence, and emotional di-
mensions (anger/sense of injustice and sadness/fear/grief) in pre-
dicting confrontative and instrumental coping. This dimension in-
cluded altruistic behavior, cognitive coping, reconstruction of so-
cial support, searching for information and reappraisal and is a go-
od index of social cohesion. One multiple regression was perfor-
med. The fear/sadness emotional reaction was strongly related to
direct and social cohesive coping (beta=.27, p<.001). Anger/sense
of injustice also shows a significant association with social cohe-
sion (beta=.26, p<.001). Participation in funerary rituals also
shows a specific influence (beta=.10, p<.001). Finally, being vic-
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tim of collective massacre, social sharing and silence predicts so-
cial cohesion (beta=.08, p<.001; beta=.13, p<.001 and beta=.07,
p<.001, respectively).

Cultural differences: interaction between mother tongue (indige-
nous or spanish) interviews and silence and talking

Anovas conducted using mother tongue and social sharing as
independent variables and emotional reactions and collective me-
mory claims as dependent variables show some cultural differen-
ces (see figure 3 and 4). Talking strongly reinforces in mayan sub-
jects the emotional reaction of anger/sense of injustice [F
(1,3121)=5.94, p<.02) reinforcing in mayan speaking populations
the non dominant response — it is important to notice that mayas
report lower levels of anger/sense of injustice. Talking also rein-
forces in the mayan group the need for commemorations and ge-
neral reparations for what had happened [F (1,3121)= 3.29,
p<.07). Spanish speaking subjects demand commemoration and
reparation more than the mayan population.

Silence increases intense grief more strongly for mayan native
speakers [F (1,1911)=3.0 p<.08). Results suggest that silence has
a more negative effect for mayas and that talking reinforces the set
of anger/sense of injustice and commemoration/reparation claims
— this emotional reaction and collective memory demands appe-
ar as associated (see below). Effects of interpersonal communica-
tion appear as more important in subjects who share strongly the
more collectivistic and high power distance mayan culture.

Collective massacre, social sharing, silence, emotions and funeral
rites as antecedents of collective remembering claims

Being a victim of collective massacre was related to higher
claims for collective remembering: it was related to reappropria-
tion of the past (r=.14, p<.001), to commemoration and reparation
(r=.10, p<.001) and to claims for sociopolitical change (r=.10,
p<.001). Participation in funeral rites was related, but with less in-
tensity, to collective remembering claims such as reappropriation
of the past (r=.09, p<.001) and commemoration and reparation
(r=.08, p<.001), but was unrelated to sociopolitical change. 

Coping with traumatic events by means of social sharing and
silence was similarly related to reappropriation of the past and the
responsabilities’ claims (r=.19, p<.001 and r=.18, p<.001 respecti-
vely), to commemoration and reparation (r=.084, p<.001 and r=
.08, p<.001) and to claims for sociopolitical change (r=.09, p<.001
and r= .07, p<.001).

Sadness/Fear shows the strongest association with reappropria-
tion of the past and the responsabilities’ claim dimension (r=.42,
p<.004). Anger and sense of injustice also show a significant but
lower association with reappropriation of the past (r=.34, p<.001).
Anger/sense of injustice and sadness/fear were similarly related to
sociopolitical change (r= .19, p<.001 and r=.20, p<.001 respecti-
vely). Anger/sense of injustice shows a stronger association with
commemoration and reparation (r=.23, p<.00). Sadness/fear
shows a significant but weaker association with commemoration
and reparation (r= .15, p<.00).
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A multiple regression attempted to separate the effects of type of
repression (collective massacre yes/no), participation in rituals (bu-
rial, ceremonies), social sharing and silence, and emotional dimen-
sions (anger/sense of injustice and sadness/fear/grief) in predicting
collective remembering claims. Three multiple regressions were
performed. The fear/sadness emotional reaction was strongly related
to reappropriation of the past (beta= .33, p<.001). Anger/sense of in-
justice also shows a significant association with reappropriation of
the past (beta= .16, p<.001). Finally, being victim of collective mas-
sacre, social sharing and silence also predicts reappropriation of the
past (beta= .08, p<.001, beta= .13, p<.001 and beta= .07, p<.001,
respectively). Regression coefficients confirm that being a victim of
collective massacre and the emotional reaction of anger and sense of
injustice were specifically related to commemoration and reparation
(beta= .06, p<.005 and beta=.24, p<.001 respectively).

The fear/sadness emotional reaction and anger/sense of injusti-
ce were related to claims for sociopolitical changes (beta= .11,
p<.001 and beta=.17, p<.001 respectively). Being victim of collec-
tive massacre and social sharing also predicts demands for socio-
political change (beta=.05, p<.03; beta=.05, p<.03 respectively).

To conclude, being a victim of a collective massacre, social sha-
ring and silence, the fear, sadness and the grief dimension of emo-
tional reaction was specifically related to claims for past reappro-
priation. Anger/sense of injustice and being a victim of collective
massacre were related specifically to commemoration, restoration
of the deceased people’s dignity and the victim’s reparation claims.

General discussion

Cultural differences in emotional reaction and coping

In different studies, collectivistic subjects have mentioned co-
ping responses less than members of individualistic cultures. This

has been interpreted as showing that the intensity of emotions is
lower and that its social character is higher amongst collectivistic
subjects, which is why they regulate their expression less. Follo-
wing the assumptions of some anthropologists’, in the maya’s co-
llectivistic culture self-disclosure is less important than in more in-
dividualistic cultures and open expression of emotions are not
reinforced. 

Anger related reactions (sense of injustice) were lower in ma-
yan interviews, confirming that collectivistic maya culture regula-
tes anger more. As we have seen, anger related reactions and co-
ping reactions were lower in mayan speaking subjects, showing
that collectivistic cultures regulate more anger, and that emotional
intensity is also lower and emotions are more «socialized». Ho-
wever, mayan subjects did not report lower general levels of sub-
jective and emotional reactions, disconfirming the idea that it is a
less expressive and emotional culture. 

Material and symbolic losses were more important among the
mayan community and were a predictor of intense grief. This may
be because these losses were symbolically important for the ma-
yas due to their respect for the land, animals and ancestors’ burial
grounds and tradition, or due to the fact that indeed these losses
were economically important for the individuals, the families and
the communities, causing famine, starvation and making survival
even more difficult.

Results show that there was more declared coping in those sub-
jects whose mother tongue was spanish (e.g. silence, talk, direct
coping). These subjects also reported more collective flight, trans-
formation of community organization and self-control and conten-
tion.

It is also quite noteworthy to state that the mayan population
present less community crisis than the ladino or mestizo popula-
tion. Collectivistic cultures seem to be more resilient, although in
the ladino community crises tend to imply more coping.
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It is interesting to note that mestizo and not mayan subjects
stress more collective flight, while at the same time reassuring ha-
ving had more support. This result is in line with the fact that the
Popular Resistance Communities which mainly included ladino
subjects (who participate more in cooperatives) had to flee from
their own land and migrate, but they tended to do so together, and
so suffered more community crisis, although at the same time
they tended towards more coping, specially of a self-contention
type.

Rituals show stronger effects in the case of mayan subjects.
Funeral rituals decrease anger/sense of injustice and do not
reinforce so strongly the quest and demand for commemora-
tions among the mayas. Both results suggest that rituals have
a more important buffer effect for the mayas. A tentative ex-
planation could be due to the very nature of social organization
in the maya community which is more cohesive and considers
that burials or funeral rituals put an end to the situation once
the ancestor has been honoured by giving them a proper and
adequate burial. Cultural beliefs and the fact of performing ri-
tuals could interact and support the presence of the deceased in
the community. Loss is buffered by the idea that funeral prac-
tices help the ancestor to be in the «correct» place, and alive
in the community. In other terms, among mayas funeral rituals
are more effective due to their beliefs in the presence of an-
cestors, coessences, etc. which guard them and their commu-
nity against evil, and because the mere meaning of rituals may
be more important among mayas than among ladinos. In a si-
milar vein, Matsumoto (1994) recalls how family losses are
less frequently cause of sadness among asian subjects who be-
lieve in the presence of ancestors in comparison to western
subjects who do not believe in this «real» presence of the de-
ceased.

The maya´s culture is also related to a highly contextual
communicational style: understatements, indirect statements
and silence are used as a way to communicate a negative and to
avoid directly disagreeing with others. Disconfirming some
anthropologists’ claims, silence and emotional inhibition were
not more typical of collectivistic mayas — at least using mot-
her tongue as a cultural marker. Some evidence was found for
cultural differences in the effects of talking and silence. Howe-
ver globally associations between talking, silence, and other
forms of coping and emotional reactions were similar in the la-
dino and the maya ethnic group. Interpersonal communication
reinforces anger responses and demands for commemorations,
factors which are mutually linked. Communication reinforces
the less frequent responses among mayas, suggesting that the
function of reinforcing emotional intensity and collective me-
mory claims is more important in cultures where verbalization
is less frequent. However, silence reinforces stronger intense
grief among the mayas. In other words, inhibition is a stronger
risk factor among more collectivistic cultures. This means that
a less frequent form of coping as silence produces more nega-
tive effects in a collectivistic culture, independently of if it is
related to verbalization or inhibition of communication. In ge-
neral we could state that communication is more important in
collectivistic cultures than in relatively more individualistic
cultures: social sharing reinforces active emotional reactions
(anger and commemoration claims) and inhibition of social
sharing reinforces emotional reactions related to loss (intense
grief).

Antecedents and effects of collective remembering: Funerary ri-
tuals and emotional reactions 

Being a victim of collective massacre was related to higher
emotional reactions, to more rituals, to higher claims for collecti-
ve remembering (reappropriation of the past, commemoration and
reparation) and to claims for sociopolitical change, confirming
that wars and genocides reinforce social mobilization and the ne-
ed for rituals.

Results show that the absence of mourning rituals was not re-
lated to intense and prolonged grief in 81-85 nor in 95-96. Mour-
ning rituals are related to higher frequency of sadness, fear, sen-
se of injustice, uncertainty, anger and intense grief in the past —
and only to current sadness. Results suggest that funerary rites
enhance current sadness, and do not protect against negative
emotions and grief. These results disconfirm Freud’s assumption
that rituals support the work of grief and help achieve emotional
recovery. 

It is important to be aware that mourning rituals were limited
and usually performed in negative conditions and there is an ab-
sence of collective commemorations before 93-95. The fact that
funeral rites sometimes were performed in extreme conditions can
explain why they do not have a positive emotional effect. 

However, other data collected with a western sample who
perform normal ceremonies shows a similar profile. Bowlby’s
review states that rites and social support are a protection
against social isolation, but not against emotional isolation rela-
ted to the loss of an attachment object (Bowlby, 1980). Weiss &
Richards’ (1997) results are similar to ours, in the sense that sa-
tisfactory participation in funerals were related to better social
functioning and not to a decrease in emotional distress. A bere-
avement scale was related to a more social oriented scale and
unrelated to psychological scales measuring depression and ru-
mination. Specifically, the category «Acceptance of ceremonies
of leave-taking as satisfactory» predicts a Positive State of Mind
12 months after the bereavement. The aim of the PSOM scale
was to capture quality of social functioning (capacity to meet
expectations in ordinary roles, maintaining social life and so
on). Their description of a satisfactory leave taking ceremony
shows how rituals are not only a social step in the closure of the
relationship with the deceased but are also related to intense
emotions:« We had a memorial service on Sunday down there. I
did a lot of crying down there which was good. It was just a very
emotional, a very nice ceremony that kind of helped put another
conclusion — close one more door» (Weiss and Richards, 1997,
p. 890). 

A well-known anthropological study on rituals also concludes
that rituals not necessarily help in grief: «the psychic process of
grieving only partially intersects with the performance of death
rites…rituals sometimes aid the process, but it could as easily be
no help at all, or even an extra burden to bear» (Metcalf & Hun-
tington, 1999, pp.4-5). Finally, in a review of funeral rites, Pra-
delles (1996) suggests that mourning rituals in Africa are not re-
levant for the individual process of bereavement but for social
cohesion and reorganization. This conclusion is similar to pre-
vious available data and to Hertz’s hypothesis about mourning ri-
tuals: the rite of passage symbolizes changes in the corpse, the
deceased person and changes in the social order. The fate of the
corpse in mourning rituals reflects the reordering of social rela-
tions (Hertz, 1981). 
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Effects of collective remembering: Funerary rituals, emotional re-
actions and social cohesion

Results confirm Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown’s position:
rites and social sharing about past traumatic events reinforce
emotional arousal, and elicit social cohesion and solidarity. Ri-
tes were associated in the past with higher coping frequency as
a reconstruction of social support, altruistic behavior, and to a
lower sense of helplessness and disengagement, confirming
Durkheim’s contention. Direct cognitive coping can be seen as
an antecedent of funeral rites, but this is not the case of the
other types of coping which can be interpreted as related to so-
cial cohesion. 

Collective commemorations and mourning rituals have a so-
cial function: activities of collective remembering (mourning ri-
tuals, memorials and commemorations) insert individuals in the
whole society, reaffirming the continuity of society (Ave-
rill,1979). 

According to Radcliffe-Brown, funeral rites are one of the
elements which help maintain social order and group cohesion -
behavior of the bereaved serves to reaffirm the values of society
and promote group solidarity. Reactions of grief, sadness and an-
ger were irrelevant for Radcliffe-Brown and the purpose of the
ritual was not to amplify or reinforce negative emotions related
to loss, but to strengthen the social bond, togetherness and pro-
duce positive feelings (Howard, 1989; Metcalf & Huntington,
1999). For Durkheim, collective commemorations and mourning
rituals reinforce emotional reactions of grief, sadness and anger.
Rituals put pressure on people to put their emotional behavior
and feelings in conjunction with bereaved relatives. By means of
ritual practices intense emotional reaction is induced in an struc-
tured manner. To share the same emotional climate is associated
to a positive statement of their commitment, not only to the suf-
fering group members, but also to social values. For Durkheim,
the amplification of negative emotions by means of ritual is an
important step in order to strengthen social cohesion and mobili-
zation (Durkheim 1912/1982; Kemper, 1993). Our results con-
firm the Durkheimian position against Radcliffe-Brown’s: fune-
rary rituals reinforce social cohesion, but, negative emotional re-
actions also has the same effect, even when controlling for parti-
cipation in rituals — by means of multivariate analysis. Moreo-
ver, with respect to collective memory claims, rituals do not
show a direct influence and they reinforce collective memory in-
directly by means of intensified emotional reactions of anger and
sadness. 

Effects of collective remembering: Funerary rites, social sharing
and collective memory claims

Results also support Halbwachs’ ideas: rites and social sharing
about past traumatic events reinforce the construction of collecti-
ve memories, because they are related to higher levels of collecti-
ve memory claims. Commemoration and rituals are a form of co-
llective remembering which supports a moral self-definition and
helps to consolidate memories of important events. Remembering
is a normative process that allows people to have a personal and
social identity (Halbwachs, 1968; Pennebaker, Paez & Rimé,
1997). By means of memorials, commemorations and rituals, revi-
ving bonds with the deceased confirms a person’s social identity
and is a step towards the reappropriation of the past — an effort to

extract a lesson from the past which supports a moral self-defini-
tion (Halbwachs, 1950; Frijda, 1997; Pennebaker, Paez & Rimé,
1997).

As we can see, participating in funeral rites and social sharing
not only helps to enhance social integration and restore one’s self-
concept and self-esteem, but also to foster collective memory (Ri-
mé et al., 1998). This could be because participating in rituals rein-
forces emotions such as sense of injustice while also reinforcing
sociopolitical demands and collective remembering.

Effects of communicative forms of coping: Social sharing or tal-
king, and inhibition or silence

Social sharing was also related to past and current emotional
reactions — people who mention using silence or social sharing
report a higher frequency of fear and sadness, grief and anger. Ri-
mé et al. (1998) also have concluded that social sharing does not
help to emotional recovery. 

Silence shows a similar profile and both social sharing and
silence were related to intense grief. Moreover silence and talk
clustered together and were related to other adaptive forms of
coping. A factor analysis showed that social sharing and silence
load together in the same factor, suggesting that they are not
contradictory forms of coping. Moreover, both social sharing
and silence were related to adaptive forms of coping, like self-
control and direct cognitive coping. Social sharing and inhibi-
tion show a similar association with other forms of coping: both
were associated with instrumental coping. Other available data
suggests that subjects directly affected by traumatic events at
the same time show more social sharing and more avoidance
(Páez, Basabe & González, 1997). That is, subjects whose rela-
tives have experienced traumatic events talk and inhibit more,
suggesting that traumatic events in general mobilize more co-
ping. These results suggest that silence in the midst of repres-
sion was not inadaptive and that silence is a coping response as-
sociated with social sharing and other forms of coping. This of
course does not mean that permanent silence is adaptive or do-
es not have a psychological cost: previous research shows that
the less subjects talk about past traumatic events that actually
affect members of their groups, the more they have a positivis-
tic view of current society (Páez, Basabe & González, 1997). In-
hibition and silence may not only have negative effects on well-
being and health, but also can play an important ideological ro-
le of justification. Moreover, associations of sharing and inhibi-
tion with current emotions were stronger than in the case of ri-
tuals. They were stronger in the present than in the past and in
the case of talking than in the case of silence. This suggests that
coping by means of emotional support causes more long lasting
emotional reactions - funerary rites were associated only with
current sadness - and that social sharing provokes a stronger im-
pact than inhibition.

Commemorations and emotions as antecedents of collective me-
mory claims

Reactions of fear, sadness and grief were strongly associated to
reappropriation of the past and the responsabilities’ claim dimen-
sion of collective memory. Anger and sense of injustice were
strongly associated with commemoration, moral reparation of the
deceased and material compensation for victims, supporting some
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specific social functions of emotions. Reappropriation of the past
and the responsability dimension of collective memory appear as-
sociated to social functions of loss acceptance, plans for a better
performance in the future and with focusing attention on potential
threats demanding self-protective measures - functions associated
to sadness and fear. The commemoration dimension of collective
memory appears as associated to a social function of mobilizing
energy which sustains a more proactive goal-directed activity: res-
toring the deceased’s dignity and victim’s reparation claims. Sen-
se of injustice and anger mobilize energy to demand for moral and
economic reparation.

Finally, funeral rites do not show a direct influence in claims
for reappropriation of the past, commemorations, moral and mate-
rial reparation of deceased and non deceased victims of violence.
Funeral rites reinforce shared emotions, and by this mechanism,
indirectly propulse collective memory claims. However, both so-
cial sharing and silence, as complementary forms of coping with
traumatic events, reinforce claims for collective memory, suppor-
ting the idea that interpersonal coping helps to construct collecti-
ve memories.

Some limitations of our results

Nevertheless, our data has some important limitations. We wor-
ked with retrospective open accounts submitted to reconstructive
memory processes. However, comparisons of data obtained in the
REMHI project and socio-demographical data show an important
convergence (ODHAG,1998).

Effect size were lower and usually they were positive in dicho-
tomic cases. Lower effect size was expected because of the data
characteristics: dichotomic variables, with «high noise». However,
analyses using only good quality interviews produced results si-
milar as those obtained with the whole sample. Empirically the ef-
fect size (with non signification) decreased with the increase of the
sample size: both error and the effect of unmeasured variables in-
creases continuously with a larger sample size (Scherer, 1997). At
the same time, and casting doubts on the idea that we are in pre-
sence of tendency to give more complex answers in some catego-
ries, people who participate in funerary rites report lower compro-
mise.

Our data is based on open responses to a structured interview.
The interview was focused on the reconstruction of repression and
it tapped accessible knowledge and reconstruction of events which
had taken place during the last 3 to 14 years (e.g. only 4% mention
rumination or nightmares in 81-85, usually above 70% of trauma-
tized subjects report rumination). Reconstructive effects are pro-
bably important.

Our code categories were not psychopathological: fear, sad-
ness and anger were conceived of as normal emotions or nor-
mal reactions to extreme situations. For instance, prolonged
and intense grief does not imply a psychopathological criteria
for chronic or complicated grief (Prigerson et al., 1995). Ho-
wever the criteria was similar to the main feature of complica-
ted grief: the person being interviewed could not speak of the
deceased without experiencing fresh and intense grief (Worden,
1991, p.75).

However, the code categories were culturally sensitive and ade-
quate to the content of interviews. Categories were constructed by
three members of the REHMI professional team, and were based
on previous work (20 focus groups with refugees on emotion pro-

totypes and coping), inductive construction of categories using the
first 50 interviews and a review of literature on PTSD, coping and
collective behaviour.

Respondents were volunteers and the work was sponsored
by the Catholic Church. This could influence the type of res-
ponses (more motivated people and «politically correct» ans-
wers). Nevertheless, thousands of people were interviewed and
some of them were reluctant to give information during the first
contact.

Some implications of our results

1. Contrary to a stereotypical view, those with a stronger im-
plication in mayan culture did not show less general emotional
activation. They did show a lower reaction of anger and sense of
injustice and less coping reactions.

2. Material losses had a stronger impact in those people with a
relatively more maya culture and they also stated more fear reac-
tions. This means that possible steps directed towards material re-
paration are even more important for this group

3. Rituals seemed to have clearer, and in some sense positive,
effects for those with a stronger mayan culture. This suggests that
commemorations are more important and may have more positive
effects in this population.

4. Moreover, open communication and accounts concerning
what had happened, and avoiding silencing attitudes may also pro-
duce a more positive increase in emotional climate in the case of
the mayas.

5. Our results also suggest that undergoing commemorations
has a paradoxical effect: to remember is to relive and reinforces
those emotions associated to the loss, although at the same time it
also reinforces social integration, probably due to the positive af-
fect linked to social support, and produces a positive moral image
of oneself. Other data suggests that well performed commemora-
tions, which value the disappeared, and allow their relatives to
play a positive role have positive effects on mental and physical
well-being.

It is important for commemorations not to be repetitive and fo-
cused only on suffering. They must be performed in an «aesthetic»
way, regaining a positive image of the deceased, and helping to
obtain a positive moral lesson for the future.

6. Silence and the search for emotional support during repres-
sion were adaptive coping forms in the past. Nevertheless, prolon-
ged inhibition of a trauma may very well have negative effects.
These effects will not only be psychological, but in fact in the ca-
se of silence may be associated with a «non realistic» and positi-
vistic view of the present. Verbal repetition about what has happe-
ned not only helps to understand it better or to extract lessons for
the future, but may also be a form of rumination and of keeping
alive wounds inflicted in the past.

7. Two types of different tasks seem to emerge from our results.
First of all the task of knowing the past, identifying and punishing
those responsible, and also erecting barriers so that repression may
not take place again. This is of utmost importance in order to ma-
ke the climate of fear, anxiety and sadness disappear. In second
place, recognizing the moral value of those killed, and morally and
materially reparing the survivors is an essential social task in or-
der to dissipate the emotional climate of indignation caused by re-
pression. In other words the anger and sense of injustice experien-
ced due to what had happened.
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