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Action Against Doctors Involved in Torture 

francisco rivas larrain 

In 1982 with the institution of free elections to the Colegio Medico de Chile which was charged with ethical super- -:<--,_ 
vision of the profession, there has been much reorganisation and a new code of ethics has been prepared and-~ 
is implemented vigorously despite opposition from the political authorities. - 

10RTURE has been practised in Chile systematically and 
continuously since the coup of 1973. There is sufficient 
evidence that those responsible for torture in Chile are 
the security institutions of the armed forces, the police, 
and the government security agencies: first Direction de 
Inteligencia Nacional (DINA), followed by Central Na 
tional de Informaciones (CNI) to the present time. 
Thousands of cases of torture perpetrated by the above 
institutions have been documented and denounced by 
Church and human rights organisations, professional col 
leges, and international institutions. 
In Chile, the armed forces have always included physi 

cians, civilians as well as those with military rank. Until 
1973, however, military doctors were shown the same 
respect as other doctors and were not burdened with the 
suspicions which are now cast upon them. _ 
During the dictatorship, over 80 physicians directly or 

indirectly participated in acts of all-treatment, humilia 
tion, or torture; the great majority of these physicians 
belonged to the armed forces and were attached to the 
security agencies. 
From 1973 to 1982, the officers of Colegio Medico de 

Chile were appointed by the military authorities. Servile 
and obedient, _these officers heard reports of physicians 

. participating in acts of torture but did nothing to in 
vestigate or denounce them. 
In 1982, the government enacted a new law on profes 

sional colleges, whereby the organisation of more than 
one college was permitted and authority of the Colegio 
Medical de Chile for ethical supervision of its members 
was revoked. Simultaneously, the law allowed free elec 
tions to be held in the Coliegio. The pro-Pinochet, pro 
dictatorship position was defeated at these elections," and 
the officers elected fully represented the opposition. 
The Colegio's new authorities set themselves three ma 

jor lines of action: 
(1) Defense and protection of physicians against abuse 
from the Ministry of Health and optimisation of the 

·Solidarity and Welfare of Departments of the Colegio 
Medico. 

(2) Defence of Chilean public health. Criticism of and 
mobilisation against those health laws which the·govern 
ment seeks to impose which are arbitratry and elitist, 
beneficial to higher- income sectors. Report of poor con 
ditions for medical service and near-irreparable 
deterioration of the Chilean hospital system, which until 

1973 was a model of high quality and efficiency. 
(3) Struggle to defend, protect, and encourage -human, 

. ~ 
social, and political rights of physicians and all cit{~ 
of this country. 
This last item has evoked. the vigorous, undeviating will 

of the Colegio Medico to investigate the part played by 
doctors in all forms of violation of human rights, especial- 
ly torture. . ~ 

Since the democratic election of its office~eneral 
Council of the Colegio Medico has reorganised its Depart 
ment of Medical Ethics and set up a Human Rights 
Committee. 
From their inception, these departments began to 

receive reports of the participation of doctors in acts of 
torture. These reports have been divided into cases where 
evidence is obtainable and cases which, though un~ 
doubtedly true, lack conclusive proof for an investigationc> 
NI these reports have been received by the. General Coun- 
cil of the Colegio Medico through the.regional councils 
across the country, channelled by the Ethics Department 
and the Human Rights Committee. 
To date, two cases involving four physicians have been 

investigated and tried; two of the doctors were suspend- 
ed from the Colegio for one year, the other two were ex 
pelled. In addition a trial of another three doctors respon 
sible for the death from torture inflicted by members of 
the security agencies in a northern city is reaching its rmaJ~~ 

a,,,,.-~ stage. · .,2. 
In the first two cases, t~ accused were found guilty 

of negligence in the medical examination of individuals 
under arrest who were subsequently tortured; various ex 
tenuating circumstances were taken into account. In the 
other two cases, most serious breaches of ethics in.eluding 
negligence in medical examination, wilful omission in 
reporting lesions, insufficient and unreported treatment 
of torture victims, issuing false health certificates, together ......_ 
with the absence of extenuating circumstances, deserved :.~" 
the sentence of expulsion from the Colegio .Medico. J 

• t' 
The above trials were conducted impartially and im- · 

peccably by the General Council of the Colegio Medico 
which is its highest-court with renowned counsel acting 
for the defence of the accused. All counsel, includiIXg; 
counsel for the defense of the doctors expelled fromlhe 
college, agreed that the medical court had shown ex 
emplary fairness and impartiality. Furthermore,.not on 
ly have the Chilean public opinion and the international 
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medical community (World Medical Association) acknow- 
ledged the same merits, but also the entire body of Chilean 
physicians have recognised the fair-mindedness of the 
General Council in dealing out justice and in its generosity 
towards the culprits. 
However, the efforts of the Colegio Medico in this area 

did not stop there. A new code of ethics was prepared and 
drafted. At the preliminary meeting held recently. in 
Montevidoo to restore the Federation of Medical Associa 
tions of Latin America, this code was taken as a model 
for a continental Code of Medical Ei1ics. 

4"--0ur"'ef{orts are known beyond our frontiers; we have 
"rq,orted on them before, as we are doing today, with both 
pride and shame: With pride, because in the midst of cruel 
d!ctatorship we have been able to denounce ~d punish 

. the henchmen of terror and death; with shame, because 
the ~ we have tried are physicians, Chilean physicians 
who ~~'-.aken the Hippocratic oath and made a commit- 
ment to life, not death. Neither is our figltt for human 
rights framed within- the bounds of medical ethics. Since 
we know that we are citizens before being doctors and that 
human and political rights are best protected in a 
democracy, we are also involved in the political struggle 

I r against the regime. · 
~- Wc_say this ~th pride. The ~olegio Medico d~ Chile 

---.. penalises physicians who practice torture and stnves ac 
tively to put an end to Pinochet's dictatorship. We are 
members of the 'Asamblee de la Civilidad de Chile, which 
embodies the 22 most representative social. organisations 
in the country (blue-collar workers, rural workerse slum 
dwellers, professional men and women, students, women, 
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university academics, ethnic minorities, and others), and 
we are part of the plan for progressive civil disobedience 
designed to put an end to dictatorship. We have been jailed 
for it, and this we also declare with pride. 
In Chile, physicians who practise torture are promoted 

in the armed forces; we doctors who denounce torture 
within the military circle of dictatorship are thrown into 
the jails of Pinochet. U namuno spoke of peoples with a 
tragic sense of life. Of men who share this tragic feeling 
the feeling that leads ,.a man or a people to folly in the 
pursuit of freedom. Such folly-is ours. To try a torturer 
under a regime with torture as its policy is folly. To foster 
civil disobedience under a regime that believes in sterlie 
order and vertical authoritarianism is further folly. To be 
jailed under a dictatorship that tortures and murders 
unhindered is folly, too . 
We love such. folly. It is the folly of Boliv ar, l arrera, 

Manuel Rodriquez, and Salvador Allende.The sublime, 
heroic folly that made our peoples free. The heritage that 
allows us to know we are free and to continue struggling 
for final liberation of our country. We Chilean physicians 
know that the solidarity of Danish physicians and physi 
cians all over the world is behind us. That is one of the 
strongest support in our struggle. We·will put an end to 
torture when we recover democracy. Our victory will be 
, your victory too. 

[I'his presentation was made at the International Meeting on 
Doctors, Ethics and Torture in Copenhagen by Professor Bent 
Sorensen on behalf of Dr. Francisco Rivas Larrain, who had 
been imprisoned by the authorities in Chile on unspecified 
charges.] 

I 

! - h 
" ' -·~~ -- 

Economic ai1d Political Weekly 
A Journel of current affairs, economics and other social sciences 

Every week it brings you incisive and independent comments and reports on current ·problems plus a number 
of vvell-researched, scholarly articles on all aspects of social science including health and medicine, environment, 
science and technology, etc. 
Some recent articles: 
Mortality Toll of Cities-Emerging Pattern of Disease in Bombay: Radhika Ramsubban and Nigel Crook 
Famine, Epidemics and Mortalitr in India-A Reappraisal of the Demographic Crisis of 1976-78: Ronald t.ardinois 
Malnutrition of Rural Children and Sex Bias: Amartya Sen and Sunil Sengupta • 
Family Planning and the Emergency-An Unanticipated Consequence: ~laka M Basu · 
Ecological Crisis and Ecological Movements: A Bourgeois Deviation?: Ramachandra Guha 
Environment Conflict anti Public Interest Science: Vandana Shiva and J Bandhyopadhyay 
Geography of Secular Change in Sex Ratio in 1981: llina. Sen 
Occupational Health Hazards at Indian Rare Earths Plant: T V Padmanabhan 

lnl.snd Subscription R~tes 
Institutions/Companies one year Rs 325, Two years Rs 625, Three years Rs 925 
Individuals Qnly:One year Rs 250, Two years Rs 475, Three years Rs 700 
Concessional Rates (One year): Students Rs 150; Teachers and Researchers Rs 200 
(Please enclose certificate from relevant academic institution) 
[All remittances to Economic and Political Weeki~ 284, Hitkari House, Shahid Bhagatsingh Road, Bombay 400 
038. Payment by bank draft or money order preferred, Please add Rs 14 to outstation cheques for collection charges.] 
A cyclostyled list of selected articles in EPW on health and related subjects Is available on request. 
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