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Series Editor Preface


We are constantly reminded by media pundits, academics, and business leaders that the world is a much smaller place than it once was. As proof, we simply have to look around us: overnight delivery and e-mail have accelerated the pace and expanded the possibilities of social and commercial interaction; the Internet has spawned long-distance friendships and collaborations that seamlessly span continents and time zones; much of our clothing and other consumer goods are assembled abroad. We have a good idea of what all of this means to us, but what does it mean to them, those who live at the periphery of the globalized economy? And what can we learn from anthropology about this rapidly changing world?

To address these questions this book looks at the case of Tecpán, a predominantly Maya town in the Guatemalan highlands. Carol Hendrickson and I examine the historical longue durée as well as contemporary economic and political contexts in which Tecpanecos constantly and creatively remake their lives. Our goal is to present Tecpanecos not as exotic Others but as individuals living their lives under very different (although interrelated) social and material circumstances from our own. We look at change as well as continuity—not just how Tecpanecos react and adapt to circumstances imposed from afar, but how they assert their own culturally informed interests. We document the workings of cofradías and traditional Maya religious ceremonies as well as the arrival of an Internet café in town and a switch from growing corn to producing export crops for the global market. In short, we try to convey the vast complexity of life in this small town, the contradictions as well as consistencies of being Maya in the modern world. We juxtapose elements of the modern with the traditional in our descriptions (a strategy visually captured in the cover photograph). In a way, this plays to our own postmodern attraction to such seeming ironies, but we must  keep in mind that the irony is ours, not theirs: The Tecpanecos we describe are earnestly living their lives, doing the best they can under trying circumstances.

Ethnographic fieldwork is a dialectic process. Anthropologists build analytic models based on observed behavior and informant explications. These are constantly constructed and then just as quickly broken down by the endless diversity of observed experience. As anthropologists, we attempt to make sense of the world we observe, but this is not, as was once thought, a matter of mastering a finite set of data and working out rules of interrelationships. “Culture” is more a process or a space of interaction than a thing or a static body of knowledge. And so, even as we try to figure out the workings of the world around us, the very rules of the game are subtly changing. As good as our tools of analysis may be, we are always one step behind contemporary events. One never masters “the field” in ethnography.

What we present here is an incomplete and biased look at Tecpán culture, coming from our unique experiences working there over a twenty-year period. We focus on Kaqchikel Tecpanecos, devoting little space to the lives of non-Indian (or ladino) residents. This presents a biased perspective, but accurately reflects our interests and the strengths of our data. It also reveals our self-positioning in the politicized context of Guatemala’s inter-ethnic relations. Although sympathetic to the plight of ladino Guatemalans, we feel that our primary obligation is to the Maya people, and especially those individuals who have so selflessly opened their lives to us. Our greatest desire is for our work, in some small way, to benefit the people we study by increasing awareness of their situation.


Tecpán Guatemala is the first volume in the new Westview Case Studies in Anthropology series. This book, along with the other volumes in the series, seeks to build on the traditional strengths of ethnography while rejecting overly romantic and isolationist tendencies in the genre. This series brings the short ethnography format up to date in terms of data, theory, and representational style while retaining the unique and invaluable perspective built up from the observed complexity of on-the-ground experience.

Anthropology, like other disciplines, has become increasingly specialized over the last decades. As a result, monographs are reaching ever-decreasing audiences. The works in this series resist this trend by making important contributions to ethnographic description and social theory available in a format that will appeal not only to other specialists but to educated audiences in general.

The individuals, communities, and cultures examined in these case studies are portrayed not as the exotic isolates of an earlier era but as active agents enmeshed in global as well as local systems of politics, economics, and cultural flows. There is a focus on contemporary ways of life, forces of social change, and creative responses to novel situations as well as the more traditional concerns of classic ethnographies. In presenting rich humanistic and social scientific data born of the dialectic engagement of fieldwork, the books in this series move toward realizing  the full pedagogical potential of anthropology, imparting to the reader an empathetic understanding of alternative ways of viewing and acting in the world as well as a solid basis for critical thought regarding the historically contingent nature of cultural boundaries and knowledge.

 



EDWARD F. FISCHER
 Vanderbilt University
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Guatemala, with Tecpán and department names noted.





Introduction


This book is about the indigenous people of Tecpán Guatemala, a predominantly Kaqchikel Maya town in the Guatemalan highlands. It is concerned with the rhythms and rituals of everyday life—what an outsider might find “foreign” but which a Tecpaneco (or person from Tecpán) would probably find familiar, as well as what they consider new, problematic, and challenging. Using fieldwork and historical data analyzed through the lenses of contemporary theoretical frames, we hope to paint a portrait of Tecpán that conveys the complexity of social life and of individual actions. At the same time we consciously resist the temptation to portray it as an isolated community, removed from the global forces that affect our own lives. Rather we describe Tecpán as an integrated part of larger arenas of activity: the Kaqchikel region, the central highlands, the Guatemalan state, and global systems.

For outsiders (foreigners as well as non-Maya Guatemalans), the Maya are most often thought of as the creators of a grand pre-Columbian civilization marked by large city-states, hieroglyphic writing, and impressive scientific advances. But Maya peoples and Maya cultures persevere, some 8 million living in what is today southern Mexico, Belize, Honduras, and Guatemala. In Guatemala, Maya Indians make up about half of the total population, one of the highest concentrations of native peoples in the hemisphere. Maya culture has changed dramatically over the centuries, with the devastating effects of Spanish contact, diseases, and colonialism having etched an indelible impression on Maya lifeways. Yet, at the same time, the Maya have demonstrated a sustained cultural resilience, adapting to new contingencies while retaining certain beliefs and behaviors with deep historical roots.

It is fashionable in anthropology at the turn of the twenty-first century to dismiss attempts to document autochthonous cultural traits, the truly indigenous (and thus authentic) customs that have survived the passage of time. As critics rightly point out, culture is an ongoing hybrid construction built by individuals  caught up in the immediacies of everyday life; the hunt for cultural “survivals” romanticizes this process and negates the very real intentions of cultural actors, reducing them to trait lists. At the same time, history and tradition do play an important role in the construction of culture. Working among Kaqchikel Maya people in Tecpán, probably the most common response to our meddlesome anthropological questions about why things are done a certain way or why particular acts are performed was simply that “it is our custom,” a sometimes aggravating response for the fieldworker yearning for detailed explanations, but revealing all the same. Doing things for tradition’s sake alone is a salient motivating factor for many Kaqchikel Tecpanecos. This is not to imply that modern Maya peoples are somehow slaves to tradition in a way in which we ourselves are not. The Maya are arguably much more culturally conservative in certain aspects of their life, but in many ways they are just as engaged in global systems of politics, economics, and cultural identities as the foreigners who come to live in their communities.




WRITING THIS BOOK 

Co-authoring an ethnographic monograph such as this provides a unique opportunity to present multiple perspectives on the same events and phenomena, all the better in this case as the authors have different perspectives based on gender, the moments in history when they lived in Tecpán, and the questions they investigated. While trying to avoid self-indulgent autobiography but mindful of the need for reflexive insights, we have inserted ourselves into the narrative of this book to distinguish our unique field experiences and points of view. When we do this we refer to ourselves in the third person using our first names, Carol and Ted.

Ted first visited Tecpán in the summer of 1990 while a student in Tulane University’s Kaqchikel Language and Culture School. During that summer Ted met Carol and a number of people from Tecpán and decided to study the vibrant local market for his dissertation research. He returned in the summer of 1991, rented a sparse room in the Hotel Iximché, and mapped out the Thursday market and talked to local vendors. It was an especially auspicious summer for Ted, for it was at a Maya ceremony in a hamlet of Tecpán that he met his future wife, Mareike Sattler (a student of epigraphy and linguistics who was in Guatemala learning Kaqchikel). On a return trip in 1992, Ted decided to switch his topic from Tecpán marketing strategies to the dramatic emergence of a pan-Maya movement in Guatemala, a movement in which many of the leaders were from Tecpán. In 1993 and 1994 Ted and Mareike lived and worked in Tecpán, based in a two-room former Mennonite school house; they have returned on several occasions to visit friends and conduct follow-up research.

After graduating from college with a degree in mathematics, Carol decided to learn more about the world and became a 4-H Youth Development Program volunteer working with the Ministry of Agriculture in southeastern Guatemala. During June 1974, while on vacation from her job and studying weaving in the  highland town of Comalapa, she visited neighboring Tecpán briefly, completely unaware of what her future relationship with the town would be. Her experiences in Guatemala—and in the highlands in particular—led her to study anthropology in graduate school and to focus her research on the ways traje (Maya dress) reflects social identity. By the time she returned to the highlands in 1979, much had changed. A massive earthquake in 1976 had leveled towns in the central highlands—Tecpán was one of those most severely hit—and by the end of the 1970s the Guatemalan civil war was entering its most intense stage. Carol had planned on working in Nebaj, but violence in the area necessitated a change and she decided to work in Tecpán as much for its proximity to the Pan-American Highway and speedy exit from the area as for its active textile tradition. She lived in Tecpán in 1980–1981 and has returned numerous times.




READING THIS BOOK 

To give the reader a multifaceted sense of everyday life in Tecpán—particularly the lives of people living in the cabecera (town center)—we present a composite portrait of the town, combining perspectives from many different angles. Sections and chapters divide up fragmented aspects of Tecpán experience into manageable topics, but throughout these divisions we interweave observations and analyses, our own personal perspectives, and the thoughts and words of Tecpanecos as well as those of other anthropologists and students of Latin America. In each chapter we have incorporated explicit reference to contemporary theoretical issues in anthropology and the social sciences, but always firmly grounded in the slippery particularities of our ethnographic perspectives on Tecpán. Although we think of the chapters as having a particular flow, readers may choose to read them in another order or to focus on particular sections; we have tried to write each so that there is the possibility of it being read as a free-standing piece.

The first several chapters present basic background information for understanding the contemporary Guatemalan context, with an eye toward Tecpán. Chapter 1 gives a general introduction to Tecpán today, providing the sort of background information that a person visiting the town for the first time in the company of an anthropologist might expect to learn. Chapter 2 looks at Guatemala’s recent political history, with a focus on the violence of the late 1970s and early 1980s, to set the larger context in which Tecpanecos live their lives. In Chapter 3 we expand this background context to include a brief history of Maya peoples in general and the Kaqchikeles of the Tecpán region in particular. Chapter 4 begins by describing Tecpán’s experiences following a devastating 1976 earthquake and the subsequent civil war; we conclude by looking at Tecpán’s links to Maya cultural revitalization efforts in the 1980s and 1990s.

After these introductory snapshots and historical insights, we turn to the ways in which the Kaqchikeles in Tecpán conceptualize their world. In Chapter 5 we look at Kaqchikel conceptions of the self through a discussion of the metaphysical  works of the heart and soul, as well as the complex landscape of religions in Tecpán, and how these are played out in daily interactions and individual world-views. In Chapter 6 we examine the interrelations of language, dress, and the ongoing construction of identities in local culture. We turn to the economic bases of Tecpaneco culture in Chapter 7, focusing on traditional agriculture as well as the many ways that Tecpanecos are increasingly integrated into world markets. The conclusion then brings these various themes and perspectives together, offering a critical synthesis of Tecpaneco life in a globalized world.
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1994 LANDSAT image of highland Guatemala. Note Lake Atitlán on the left, the volcanoes at the bottom separating the highlands from the Pacific Coast plain, and Tecpán in the upper center.

1

Tecpán




A LAND OF CONTRASTS 

A place of striking contrasts and deep contradictions, Guatemala eludes easy description. Visitors to this small Central American country (about the size of Tennessee but with an estimated population of just over 12.5 million) are first stuck by the dramatic landscape of the highlands: rich green valleys nestled between imposing mountains, crystalline lakes surrounded by rumbling volcanoes—the evocative clichés of Guatemalan tourist brochures. It does not take long, however, to note the human contrasts as well, as the country is home to both some of the wealthiest and some of the poorest people in Latin America. Shanty towns clinging to ravine slopes ring Guatemala City’s affluent neighborhoods, where houses are protected by barbed-wire and glass-shard-topped walls and patrolled by armed guards. Likewise, the peace of the agricultural landscape verdant with crops is punctured by impoverished villages, rutted dirt roads, and bony barking dogs.

Traveling west toward Tecpán from Guatemala City on the Pan-American Highway (the two-lane asphalt road that serves as Guatemala’s primary transportation artery), one climbs almost 2,000 feet in little more than 50 kilometers. Ears popping from the rapid change in altitude, travelers are then met by a series of fertile and intensively cultivated valleys, ending in the green expanse of the Tecpan Valley, which is crisscrossed with streams and planted abundantly with corn, beans, and squash as well broccoli, cabbage, and snow peas. On the south side of the Pan-American Highway lies the active volcano chain that divides the highlands from the more temperate Pacific Coastal plain, while on the north rises the older mountain chain of the Continental Divide. In the early 1980s the forested slopes to the west and north of Tecpán’s town center were troubled places, home to guerrilla groups,  army camps, and refugee settlements as the civil war simmered and exploded. Beyond the forests far to the north, the mountain ranges drop off dramatically, leading into the vast expanse of lowlands covered by dense tropical forest. The hills and mountains closest to town have been largely deforested, accentuating the steep inclines. These are covered in small maize and bean plots or left bare, symbols of such social issues as unequal access to quality agricultural land, the ecological issues of deforestation, and political favoritism in the use of community resources.

One of the two principal entrances to Tecpán lies at kilometer marker 78 on the Pan-American Highway and is marked by a slightly-more-than-human-sized concrete pyramid with text noting that Tecpán was Guatemala’s first Spanish capital and the site of the precontact Kaqchikel Maya capital (Iximche’). Jumbled around it and dwarfing this modest monument are billboards with an athletic blond male model hawking Rubios cigarettes; an idealized rendition of a Maya woman handing you a bottle of Quetzalteca Especial grain alcohol; and signature logos of various sodas, electronic products, and local establishments. At almost all hours of the day there are small groups of people standing around on both sides of the highway, waiting for buses to pick them up.

Entering Tecpán, a visitor would have reason to label this a fairly traditional Maya town. The majority (about 70 percent) of its approximately 10,000 residents1 are indigenous people who speak Kaqchikel Mayan, the native language; most of the women wear the brightly colored, hand-woven dress, and many weave on the backstrap loom. Maya religious life is evident in the centuries-old Catholic church and at shrines and altars around the town, and the large weekly market is a picture book image of the sort of thing tourists flock to the country to see and experience. Tecpán is also a town in flux and firmly ensconced in (if on the periphery of) the global scheme of things. Since the earliest days of Spanish contact, the Kaqchikel Maya of Tecpán have selectively embraced aspects of Spanish—and more broadly Western—life while retaining a clear sense of their own identity. Today, Tecpán is known throughout the region as an affluent and progressive Indian town: trucks and cars increasingly crowd the streets; a bootleg cable system supplies homes with HBO and other foreign fare; an Internet café connects its young customers to the larger world; shopping centers have opened and more are being built; evangelical Protestant churches and those of other Christian religions number in the dozens in town and claim thousands of the faithful; and Tecpán Maya have professional jobs as teachers, bankers, health care providers, and social workers as well as heads of publishing, transportation, and computer operations.

In contrast to the dramatic landscape, the urban setting of Tecpán appears drab, a relic of the hasty reconstruction following the 1976 earthquake. Guidebooks, when they deign to mention it at all, describe Tecpán as an unremarkable place, notable only for its proximity to an archaeological park at Iximche’ and the scattering of roadside restaurants along the Pan-American Highway. And so it may seem to the casual visitor, the dusty streets and cinder block buildings not unlike so many other highland Maya towns. There is no souvenir market, nor is it particularly gringo-friendly (some might find the occasional catcalls and shouts of “gringo” off-putting). Beneath this somewhat gritty veneer, however, lies a place of great interest, both in terms of regional history and modern community organization. Summary guidebook accounts miss the more subtle qualities of life in a place like Tecpán, qualities that reveal themselves only after longer residence.
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Figure 1.1 The turnoff to Tecpán from the Pan-American Highway.


Over 7,000 feet above sea level, the area is known as tierra fría because of the year-round chilly climate. The high altitude has its advantages and disadvantages. Tropical diseases that plague the lowland areas are almost nonexistent. There are few mosquitoes, and certain crops, including a hybrid form of maize, can have multiple harvests every year. But, befitting its geographic designation as tierra fría, Tecpán does get cold, . . . a bone-chilling cold especially pronounced during the rainy season, when nothing ever seems to get completely dry. Frosts are common at night around the New Year, and upon waking in the morning one frequently encounters a thin layer of ice around the edges of the pilas, the large outdoor sinks that serve as water storage basins. There is nothing quite so invigorating as bathing in the brisk morning air in the icy water of a pila. Although the area occasionally reaches freezing temperatures, snow is unheard of, and even on the coldest days the sun shines with an intensity found only at such high altitudes and low latitudes, allowing one to be simultaneously chilled and warmed.

Tecpanecos joke that their town has but two seasons, one muddy and the other dusty. Indeed, the temperature varies only slightly across the seasons, from lows near freezing some nights in late December and early January to daytime highs in the 80s (F) on the occasional sunny July and August day. During invierno (“winter” or the rainy season)—when the town’s streets turn into impassable rivers—the rain is fairly predictable, coming in heavy showers in the afternoons and/or evenings. In fact, some three-quarters of total yearly rainfall occurs between early May and late October. But this predictability does not make it any less inconvenient: Outside work must be stopped, people are soaked, and clothes often take days to dry. By September everyone is ready to see the end of the rain and mud, if for no other reason than to shake off the lingering chill that accompanies the frigid wetness. But by mid-November almost everything in town is covered by a fine layer of dust, churned up by children playing on packed earth patios and by passing cars and foot traffic on the town’s now dusty streets. To protect against the polvo (dust) invasion, people are particularly assiduous in covering objects of value in their homes: prime objects for servilletas (covering clothes) are TVs, VCRs, radios, blenders, treadle sewing machines, comfy chairs and sofas, computers, and/or cars.
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Figure 1.2 The road to Iximche’ in 1994 (before it was paved) during the rainy season. Note the procession for San Francisco, the town’s patron saint.


Tecpán is a bi-ethnic town, inhabited by Maya and ladinos. Aside from these two groups, there are only occasional transient gringo residents: anthropologists or other foreign students, Peace Corp or other volunteers, and missionaries. There is also one black man living in town, a migrant from the Caribbean coast who plays in a local marimba band. Depending on the context and the person involved, native Tecpanecos refer to themselves, and are referred to by others, as indígenas, Maya, naturales, Kaqchikeles, or (generally pejoratively) indios,2 and they make up a majority of Tecpán residents (about 70 percent in the town center, and close to 95 percent in the surrounding countryside). The rest of the population is commonly referred to as ladinos, non-Indians of putative Spanish descent. In Kaqchikel, the term kaxlan refers to ladinos (and more broadly to any non-Maya peoples), and kaxlan acts as a modifier in a number of phrases to denote Western-style products: kaxlan ixim (kaxlan corn or “wheat”), kaxlan way (kaxlan tortilla or “wheat bread”), and kaxlan po’t (a Western-style blouse, po’t referring to the handwoven blouses that Maya women wear). Ethnic tensions between Maya and ladinos historically run high in Tecpán (as is true in communities throughout the highlands), a vestige of colonial power relations. At the same time, Tecpanecos often note with pride the genuine harmony and good relations between Indians and ladinos that prevail in town today.
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Figure 1.3 Street map of Tecpán.





OPENING CLOSED COMMUNITIES 

Earlier ethnographies of the Maya tended to stress the individuality of communities and their isolated and insulated nature. Eric Wolf (1957) applied the term  “closed corporate peasant community” to refer to such social formations that were inward rather than outward looking, resistant to external change, and yet fundamentally unstable. Wolf writes that these communities show “not only a marked tendency to exclude the outsider as a person, but also to limit the flow of outside goods and ideas into the community . . . [they are] socially and culturally isolated from the larger society in which they exist . . . [a position] reinforced by the parochial, localocentric attitudes of the community”( 1957: 4-5). At the same time, Wolf situated his model into a formulation of the colonial world system: the closed corporate peasant community was a response to the tributary mode of production imposed by Spaniards and their descendants. Thus he distinguished between “internal functions” (sociocultural isolation) and “external functions” (funneling economic resources), seeing isolation as an internal function that is allowed and reinforced through the mechanisms of tributary extraction, an external function (1957: 11—13).

Wolf published an article in 1986 in which he notes that his early work was “overly schematic and not a little naive” (326). Yet even today there is a tendency to stress the isolation of Maya communities in analyses of Guatemalan society: They speak different languages and dialects, they have lives facing inward to town markets and churches, and Maya from different towns exhibit a seeming unwillingness to join together to fight common problems. Carol Smith (1991) argues that isolation and atomization of rural Maya communities has proven to be an effective strategy for fighting impositions from the Guatemalan state: There are no “one size fits all” policies, and thus many centralized state initiatives are doomed to fail because of the complex of circumstances in the different communities in which they are enacted. Moreover, from precontact times to today, geographic barriers have hindered widespread communication among communities, and community allegiances are certainly strong. Even staunch advocates of pan-Maya activism sometimes exhibit strong town loyalties when interacting with people from other communities.

It is often remarked that the world is a much smaller place today than ever before, and certainly physical mobility and virtual communications have made the world easier to navigate at the turn of the millennium. Anthropologists such as Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (1992) have argued that this makes models of culture based on particular real world locations dated. But in seemingly marginal global sites such as Tecpán (although here we need to ask, marginal for what people and what purposes?), physical location is still a primary social determinant. Those with whom a person interacts on a daily basis, who have likely known that person since birth, create a social environment in which all must live. These are the hard-to-escape ties of kinship and community.

Yet it is possible to overstate Tecpán’s isolation. Tecpanecos and Maya in general have long maintained wide-ranging connections, through both trade and political alliances, dating back to far before the arrival of the Spaniards. During the precontact period, Iximche’ had ties with groups as far north as the Aztecs in Central Mexico and likely as far south as Panama. Native documents even record  that Montezuma had sent messengers to the Kaqchikel court in 1510 to warn the Kaqchikeles of sightings of strange white peoples in large ships. During the colonial period, the town was linked to regional and national markets, and today Tecpanecos are exceptionally mobile and well traveled by Guatemalan standards. A number of townspeople (mostly young men) have traveled to the United States to study or to work and earn money (part of which is sent home via Western Union, which has a branch in a local bank). More and more households are getting telephones in the aftermath of the national phone company being privatized, and Tecpanecos have proven to be savvy shoppers in the newly competitive market for long distance and international calls. Off the town square there are a number of small video parlors, usually nothing more than a simple store front containing benches, a television, a VCR, and a rental desk. The preferred fare is dubbed kung-fu movies and Rambo-like action films from Hollywood, peppered with an assortment of children’s offerings, science fiction, and soft porn from Mexico.

Perhaps the most troubling evidence of global-local ties comes from the violence of the 1980s, a period in which Tecpán, like many other highland Maya communities, found itself in the midst of a complex civil war, fueled by the competing Western ideologies of the Cold War. The violence reached Tecpán in force in 1981. In May of that year, the town priest, a moderately progressive man by most accounts, was shot down outside the parish house on a busy market day. “Unknown men” (the desconocidos to whom most such attacks are attributed) drove up on a motorcycle, shot the priest, and roared off. Presumably in retaliation (for the unknown men were almost certainly part of the state’s military apparatus), guerrilla troops entered Tecpán’s town center in November. The occupation lasted only a few hours, but the individuals involved were able to damage several buildings—the town hall was dynamited and the health center, post office, police headquarters, and jail were riddled with gunfire—and speak with townspeople. It did not take long for the army to arrive in town en masse, and they set up a garrison on the central square that was to remain for eight years. Many people were taken from their homes and to the garrison for questioning, never to return. People were frightened, and fear was palpable in the town. There are no good estimates of how many people were killed or tortured in Tecpán; certainly fewer than in some other towns, although not an insignificant number. There are numerous clandestine graves in the countryside surrounding town. Many people had close relatives killed; all know of someone who suffered the fate. The situation became so dire in 1981 and 1982 that a number of Tecpanecos decided to flee to the safety of the capital or the mountains.

A more mundane example of Tecpán’s connectedness to communities beyond its municipal boundaries comes in the form of transportation links, particularly by means of its excellent bus service. A fleet of old Bluebird school buses operating with the red and white colors of the Veloz Poaquilena company runs constantly between Tecpán and Guatemala City between about 4:30 A.M. and 7:00  P.M., leaving from the market building in Tecpán every fifteen or twenty minutes. These are the classic “chicken buses,” often filled to overflowing with humans and their baggage, including produce, market goods, and even live chickens. Each of these buses, which are found throughout Guatemala, is slightly different, personalized by its owner with Bible quotes, silhouettes of voluptuous ladies, images of the Virgin Mary and Jesus, hand-painted quotes such as “Díos Nos Guia” (“God Guides Us”), and makeshift radios and cassette decks blaring a mix of static and music. In seats that would normally hold two children, three adults (and their children) are routinely packed like sardines, with those unfortunate enough to be stuck in the aisle forced to sit with their buttocks just barely on the edge of their cushions; other people stand among them in any available space. In addition to the driver, each bus has an ayudante who calls out the destination (“a Guate, a Guate, a Guatemalaaaa”) and urges on potential customers. With late-comers hanging out the front door and sometimes even latched on to the ladder in back, packed buses may be a comical site for foreign travelers; however, they more often elicit groans from locals who know what it is like to ride like this on a regular basis. The trade-off for such crowded conditions is a low fare; in 1999 it cost 7 quetzals3 (less than $1) for a one-way passage between Tecpán and Guatemala City. Veloz Poaquileño has also added two former tourist buses to their fleet, which, for 8 quetzals, offer individual seats—at least as long as they aren’t filled. It takes as long as two and one-half hours to make the trip, with frequent stops along the way to pick up passengers waiting by the side of the road.

Several small bus lines serve Tecpán’s satellite aldeas (villages), and during the large Thursday market a number of buses travel to the neighboring towns of Patzún, Santa Apolonia and Poaquil, and Santa Cruz Balanyá. Given Tecpán’s location just off the Pan-American Highway, there are also buses running constantly both east toward the capital and west toward Quetzaltenango and the Mexican border. A few families in Tecpán occasionally make the trip to the frontera, buying goods for resale just over the border in Tapachula, Mexico.

Tecpán’s bus service is remarkable not for its comfort but for its efficiency. It provides Tecpanecos with relatively quick and affordable connections to the rest of the country. But along with this possibility of mobility, Tecpanecos usually maintain strong ties to their community through a social umbilical cord that is painful and difficult to break. It is not uncommon for one or more members of a family to work in Guatemala City, Antigua, or more distant towns, either making the hours-long journey every day or sleeping over where they work and coming home on the weekends. This is difficult for families but is more often than not accepted as necessary to maintain family structure and community ties.

Although Tecpán is known for its relative economic prosperity in the region, upward mobility is often associated with working in Guatemala City or, at least, Chimaltenango, the departmental capital. Professionals in particular find it difficult to find work locally and therefore look to the larger towns or city for employment that will use their skills and pay a decent wage. Teachers, for example, are often assigned to work in distant communities, with teaching assignments coming from the centralized national education ministry. Here too individuals often commute rather than relocate because of difficult assignments. For instance, a woman from Tecpán who teaches school in a distant aldea rises at 3:30 every morning to prepare her family’s breakfast before starting the two-hour bus ride and one-hour walk to her one-room school house; the trip back home in the afternoon is no shorter. What is more, the commute that allows her to live at home not only adds hours to her paid workday, but she retains her work at home as wife/mother and thus becomes a classic example of a woman with a “double day.”

[image: 007]


Figure 1.4 One of the distinctive red and white Poaquileña buses leaving Tecpán for Guatemala City. The ayudante is leaning out of the door, whistling to let people know the bus is leaving town.





HEARTH AND HOME 

For most Tecpanecos, the home symbolically represents and physically embodies the comfort and security of a refuge from the wider world. Indeed, the Kaqchikel language refers to the home as a metaphorical extension of the human body: for example, ruchi’ jay (“mouth of the house”) is the door, ruwi’ jay (“hair of the house”) is the roof, and rupan jay is the inside (“stomach of the house”).

In urban spaces such as the cabecera of Tecpán, one home abuts the next, and the stuccoed front walls of individual houses press out to the very edge of the roads, giving the passerby little indication of what lies inside. Exceptions to this are the many homes that include small business spaces (as little as an 8 foot by 10 foot room) in the front where the family might have a tiny general store or run a bakery,  pharmacy, or shop that sells meat, candles, threads, or school and stationery supplies. Here neighbors drop in to buy a manila folder or half dozen eggs and might pause to chat with the shop owner or another customer. Beyond this public/private area, it is common to find an open-air patio of packed earth, concrete, or tiles, which can serve as a parking space for a vehicle, a garden space for flowers and small fruit trees, a play yard for children, a drying area for corn or clothes, and an area in which a woman can work on her backstrap loom. A roofed corridor typically lines one or more sides of the patio, with individual rooms radiating off this covered walkway. Closest to the road it is common to find a multi-purpose living room, a space for entertaining visitors that might also serve as a TV room, weaving or sewing space in inclement weather, storage area, or a shop. In Catholic homes it is not uncommon to find an altar space here, too. Bedrooms (often sleeping spaces for multiple people), a storage room, and dining area may follow, with the kitchen and then bathroom and a pila (a large sink with faucet and water storage areas, this often the only source of running water) at the farthest end. In these more out-of-the-way spaces, the family might also have specific areas for storing grain (hard corn still on the cob and perhaps feed for animals), firewood, and building supplies as well as a pen for a couple of chickens, a pig, or some rabbits. In some homes a temescal, or sweatbath, might be located in a far corner of the property. And in compounds that are home to more than one nuclear family, separate house spaces, or at least additional rooms, can be found on the same property.

Because the weather is always moderate, doors are left open during the day, making much less of a difference between inside and out than in homes in the United States, for example. What this means in terms of activity is that children run back and forth from patio to rooms with their soccer balls or toy soldiers, that the route to the bathroom is often wet in the rainy season, and that the corridor becomes a site of congregation and passing throughout the day.

At the symbolic if not necessarily physical center of the home is the kitchen and cooking hearth, sometimes referred to as rute’ q’aq’ (“mother of the fire”). In years past (and today still in some of the poorest homes), hearths were (and are) made from three stones (xk’ub’ q’aq’) grouped around a small fire on the dirt floor. Meals were eaten around the hearthstones, and older Tecpanecos recall with fondness the conviviality brought about by sitting around the fire and sharing thoughts. Today, most homes have dining tables, which some elders see as unconducive for family interactions.

Most households still cook with wood fires, but in adobe or cinder block stoves, most often placed to connect with a chimney built into the wall. The tops of these new stoves are made with a metal plate that has several removable circular cooking tops. The fire is built underneath the cooking surface and accessible through a small side opening in the adobe construction. There are usually live coals in the stove, thus allowing a person to quickly stoke up active fires when something needs to be warmed or it’s time to cook. An increasing number of households also have small propane stoves, which they use to cook a quick meal 
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