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To Die: [...] The arms that had learned to gesture in a particular way are unmade; the hands that
held within them not just blood and bone but the movements that made possible the playing of
the piano are unmade; the fingers and palms that knew in intricate detail the weight and feel of a
particular tool are unmade; the feet that had within them ‘by heart’ (that is, as a matter of deep
bodily habit) the knowledge of how to pedal a bicycle are unmade; the head and arms and back
and legs that contained within them an elaborate sequence of steps in a certain dance are
unmade; are all deconstructed along with the tissue itself, the sentient source and site of all
learning.

Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World

And finally
when
the day
comes when they ask you
to identify the body
and you see me
and a voice says
we killed him
the poor bastard died
he’s dead,
when they tell you
that [ am
completely absolutely definitely
dead
don’t believe them
don’t believe them
don’t believe them.
Ariel Dorfman, “Last Will and Testament”

One cannot finish off someone who is a man as if he were a dog. One cannot be finished with his
remains simply by forgetting that the register of being of someone who was identified by a name
has to be preserved by funeral rites.

Jacques Lacan, “Antigone Between Two Deaths
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The testimony of traumatized victims of atrocity, oppression and human rights violations
occupies a central role in the consciousness-raising strategies employed by human rights activists,
and in the prolific recent literature on memory and trauma. Survivors who narrate their stories assert
the truth and significance of their experiences, and their testimony in turn serves as the expression
of a traumatized but resilient voice. As Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub note, “the process of
testimony indeed sheds new light... on the psychoanalytical relation between speech and survival
(italics mine).” My concern in this paper, however, is with the very opposite of “speech and
survival.” In thinking about atrocity and trauma, we must also contend with the question of bodily
remains—of what seemingly no longer has access to the voice, yet is increasingly important in
human rights work as a form of material evidence. In the last several decades, beginning with
exhumations of mass graves in Argentina and then other Latin American countries including Chile
and Guatemala, human rights discourse and practice have increasingly brought bodily remains into
their ambit. The work of finding and recovering the remains of the victims of systematic human
rights violations has in many cases been propelled by the persistent efforts of families and
communities, often working in concert with local and international human rights groups. In
Argentina, for example, The National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons (CONADEP)
and the activists who later came to be known as the Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo, a victims
rights and advocacy group, called for what became some of the earliest forensic investigations of
illicit burial sites, which eventually led to the founding of the Argentine Forensic Anthropology
Team (EAAF) in 1984.

While exhumations and identifications have in many cases thus directly addressed the needs
of families, the status of bodily remains in such human rights investigations is highly fraught.
Bodily remains—the bones and corpses of victims unearthed through the excavation and

investigation of mass or unidentified graves, secret detention centers, and a host of other locations,






