FAMILIES OF MURDERED MEXICAN WOMEN ORGANISE FOR JUSTICE
For the past 10 years, hundreds of young women have disappeared from a Mexican town near the border with the US state of Texas. Nearly 100 of these women have been found raped, tortured, and then strangled – victims of serial murderers. Instead of succumbing to grief, the mothers of these victims – who come from destitute families – have formed a group to organise for justice on their daughters’ behalf, and to enable at least a decent burial for the victims. A Catholic priest ponders over this ‘manifestation of evil’, and the kind act of the bereaved mothers.

By Michael Seifert

The Texas/Mexico border is sometimes seen as a violent place – a place where drug traffickers and ‘alien’ smugglers make their nests and lay their traps. If you are rich, it is a great place to make money; if you are poor, you are lucky to afford the dirt you would be buried in.

The border is also a special, sacred place in our country. It is entirely Catholic and our border churches are crowded with statues and lighted candles and children – especially children, for over half of the people who live here are under 21 years of age.

The border is Mexican, and amongst other things, that means that nearly everyone knows their neighbours’ kids by name, that people care an awful lot about the local news, and that folks are unfailingly kind.

But first a word about the violence.

For the past 10 years, over 300 young women between the ages of 14 and 22 have disappeared from the streets of Ciudad Juarez,  Chihuahua,  that  large city just across the 

Rio Grande from El Paso, Texas. Nearly 100 of these women were victims of serial murder. They were raped by several men, tortured, and then strangled. Their hair was shorn, their faces were cut off, and their bodies dumped into the Chihuahuan desert.

It is difficult to imagine the psychological and emotional suffering of these women’s families. In the first place, as parents and siblings, they must feel that in some way or other they had failed to keep their children safe. Second, the humiliating manner of their deaths – torture and rape being a way of dying many times before actually expiring – must worsen their sense of guilt.

Third, all of this has taken place in a time and a place where civil authorities have consistently and publicly dismissed the deaths as the ‘misfortune’ that comes upon those who frequent cantinas and bars. As if this sort of mayhem is an acceptable occupational hazard for prostitutes. As if these women (my daughter, my sister) were prostitutes.

And lastly, a detail that simply wears a battered soul out – as most of the girls were from dirt-poor families, there was not even a way to bury them with dignity. Kidnapped, raped, tortured, murdered, dismissed, and bound for a pauper’s grave. My daughter, my sister.

On Easter Monday I took advantage of a free air ticket and flew from Brownsville, Texas to El Paso, way on the other end of the Texas border. I crossed into Ciudad Juarez to meet Benita, a woman who had been organising a funeral fund to help pay for the funerals of the future victims of these killers. 

We ate lunch, and spoke politely for a while. Benita then took out a picture of her own daughter, Laura, a 17-year-old who had been murdered two years ago. ‘Oddly enough,’ Benita said, ‘Laura was thinking about studying forensic medicine.’

As she carefully placed her daughter’s high school graduation photo in her purse, I took out an envelope and explained how my parish community had heard how Benita had organised a funeral fund, and that throughout Lent, we had taken up a second collection as a sign of our solidarity with her group.

Benita thanked me. I asked her how the group had come to be, and she told me that on one of those endless days,  when she was waiting at the city morgue for permission to view her daughter’s remains, she had met another woman whose daughter had also been killed, and to whom the authorities were also refusing permission to view the remains. 

‘We began talking,’ Benita told me, ‘and then it occurred to me that we should form a group. And bit by bit we became a group. A group of mothers of dead children. Strangers brought together by murdered children. I guess it made us kind to each other.’

She sighed and asked me, ‘What should we do with the money if the killings should suddenly stop, and there were no more funerals to pay for?’ I told her that I thought it would be fine if the group used the money the way they best saw fit. 

She smiled then and said that the very next day she was heading off to Chihuahua City to see about picking up some industrial sewing machines, as the women in the group were desperate to find some way of supplementing the $40 or so that they earned each week from working in factories. ‘We have funds for those machines,’ she said, ‘but there is so much more work to be done.’

I didn’t know what more to say. I found it striking that Benita and her companions would bother to get together each week with each other (they can only be reminders of the deaths of their daughters), that they would continue to organise for justice on their daughters’ behalf (their daughters have been dead for years now), that, quite simply, they would even care. 

I had made this trip to hand over some money for funerals. I had expected to find a group of grieving women, and I had discovered something altogether different.

We finished lunch, and Benita invited me to come to one of their Saturday meetings. I thanked her, and she took her leave.

As I walked out into the blazing sun of a Juarez noon, I thought about this odd twist on the Empty Tomb story. Easter has never been about a dead body given new life, but about Presence overcoming the abysmal separation caused by death. 

Benita and her companions have every reason in the world to lose faith, to surrender, to crawl back into their own tombs. They choose instead to gather together, to share their struggles, to search for ways to continue living. Theirs is not the coin of death, but that of the kindness of strangers.

For 10 years, Ciudad Juarez and El Paso have lived in the shadow of this particular manifestation of evil. Some say that it is the work of drug traffickers who have the means to pay off even federal officials; others think that it is a group of wealthy young men. Others theorise that the young women were killed for organ transplants. 

It is clearly the work of several people, which means that this evil has acquired a kind of arrogance that is terrifying, and cannot be ignored.

Easter is about an empty tomb; we cannot forget for a moment that, all the same, it remains a tomb. We all long for the day when there are no more tombs to be dug. In the

meantime, we do well to search for signs from hopeful angels, from grieving mothers, and from kind strangers. – Third World Network Features No. 2536/03, August 2003
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