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  Rural highlands, El Quiché. Photo by Jean-Marie Simon.
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Introduction




  Twenty-two Mayas appeared in a photograph covering the front page of Guatemala’s daily newspaper El Gráfico on July 30, 1978. It was a surprising image, considering the time and the place. The young people in the photo came from disparate areas of Guatemala and spoke different languages, which would have been clear to readers because of the community-specific dress worn by the women in the image, and a few of the men.1 Gathered at the center of the group were indigenous pageant queens, or reinas indígenas, young women who represented their specific Maya communities. Yet despite their different origins, they and the young people around them symbolically posed as one.
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  Reinas indígenas and supporters protest a massacre of Mayas by the Guatemalan army in Panzós. Source: El Gráfico, July 30, 1978.




  Their message was even more striking. The headline at the top of page 1 read “Reinas Indígenas Repudiate This Year’s Folklore Festival,” an event featuring Maya culture that was sponsored by the Guatemalan government each year. In a strongly worded declaration quoted in the paper, the young people mocked what they portrayed as empty and manipulative state sponsorship of folklore and announced that they were boycotting the festival because of official violence against Maya communities.




  In 1978 Guatemala was in the midst of an intensifying civil war. A leftist revolutionary insurgency that began in the 1960s was growing in strength, and the threat was met by violent state counterinsurgency directed not only against the guerrilla armies, but also against reformers and activists of all kinds.2 Soon extreme levels of state violence would become common even against unarmed civilians suspected of sympathizing with the opposition. But in 1978 that tactic was unexpected. Its first widely known occurence—a massacre of Q’eqchi’ Maya campesinos in the community of Panzós, Alta Verapaz—prompted expressions of outrage and protest, including that featured in El Gráfico. On May 29, 1978, army soldiers shot down dozens of campesinos in Panzós who had gathered to discuss land claims with the mayor. It was a pivotal moment in the war: as one of the first in a long series of attacks on Maya communities, it serves as a marker on Guatemala’s path toward genocide. Within a few years, the Guatemalan army would routinely identify entire Maya communities in certain areas as likely sources of support for the insurgency and spare virtually no one in their “scorched-earth” destruction of people, shelter, crops, animals, and sacred sites. The army destroyed at least 626 Maya communities in such massacres, and the United Nations–sponsored Truth Commission determined that in some instances state forces committed genocide.3




  The protestors appeared in El Gráfico just two months after the bloodshed in Panzós. As it turns out, the high profile Folklore Festival was held in the very same area of Guatemala—Alta Verapaz—as the Panzós massacre, and the indigenous pageant queens and their supporters used the festival as an opportunity to confront the violence. Speaking for their dead Q’eqchi’ “brothers,” the protestors denounced a government that embraced Maya folklore while massacring Maya campesinos. While the blood of “genuine Guatemalan indios,” as the protestors pointedly termed the Panzós victims, still soaked the ground, they declared that “all the . . . festivals . . . in supposed homage to the indio of Guatemala are unjustified . . . because in daily reality the right to life is not respected, [nor] the right to our ancestral lands, [nor the right] to our cultural practices without paternalism.”4




  I came across the photograph as I was reading newspapers from the 1970s in Guatemala’s National Library, researching the history of organizing and activism by Mayas in the decades leading up to the period Guatemalans call simply la violencia, “the violence.” It is a bland and safe label—since it elides responsibility—usually referring to the most brutal period of the war, beginning with the Panzós massacre in 1978 and culminating in the army’s scorched-earth campaigns of the early 1980s. The El Gráfico protest was the first instance I had seen of Mayas appearing in the mainstream press with such an overt condemnation of state repression. The group’s racialized imagery and the way they combined Maya symbolism with their pointed and confrontational message to the national government and army were unprecedented.5 Who were these young people, and how were they connected to each other? Why indigenous pageant queens? What did this protest mean, and how did it fit into the larger picture of organizing by Mayas? I studied each of the faces in the photo with a feeling of dread. Defiantly posing that day, they could not have imagined the horror to come. Had they gotten away with it?




  Photo in hand, I traveled through the highlands seeking out the queens and fellow protestors who had gathered before the camera nearly a quarter century before. The newspaper article provided no names, but I began with the communities listed in the photo’s caption. With the help of people in each community I identified eighteen of the twenty- two protestors. Most of them—though not all—had survived the violence. I talked with sixteen of those photographed, and with dozens of others who had been involved, about their decisions to protest and the historical moment captured in the photo. The story of their protest is recounted in chapter 4.




  The story of organizing by Mayas during Guatemala’s civil war goes far beyond protesting pageant queens, of course. Though intriguing on its own, the queens’ protest simultaneously helped open up a broader story of activism by Mayas in the years before, during, and after la violencia in Guatemala, which is the subject of this book. The protest offered a means to investigate the era’s many and evolving forms of organizing and the development of connections between cultural events like indigenous queen pageants and more radical demands for political and economic transformation and an end to violence. The young people involved in the queens’ protest were connected to other activists across the highlands and to efforts before and after 1978. They helped expose the networks that activists developed as young people in dozens of communities called for reform, and sometimes revolution. Following their leads, I went knocking on doors in twenty pueblos in the western highlands and the northern highland Verapaces.6




  By following organizing experiences at multiple levels—local, regional, national, and international—this book explores how (some) Mayas became, in varying degrees, involved in political activism and opposition to a repressive state. It traces how debates around issues of Maya identity and rights evolved among them and how resistance was shaped and reshaped by revolutionary insurgency and genocidal counterinsurgency. It is not a history of all Mayas in this period, or even all who were politically active. This study privileges certain kinds of activism and activists: those who pursued what they saw as economic, cultural, or political justice for a newly envisioned pueblo indígena, a pan-community indigenous “people” in Guatemala. It focuses on activists who could and did write; those who could and did speak out in ways that are remembered and can be reconstructed; those who survived the violence that decimated much of the activist community and whole Maya villages, or who have family and friends able to speak for them. It leaves out many, including Mayas opposed to the kinds of activism studied here and those who tried to maintain a distance from state forces and its opponents.7 Additional research into this period is much needed to fill gaps in the historical record.




  I also want to acknowledge that as an effort to probe into a difficult, often tragic subject, this project is fraught with methodological challenges and problems. The evidentiary base is sometimes thin; memories are always imperfect; violence and fear remain palpable in the country and limited what interviewees could and did reveal to an inquisitive researcher.8 The perceived failure of the efforts for change in the 1970s and 1980s, and the shocking magnitude of the violence unleashed to stop them, shape how this history is remembered and recounted by its protagonists. But the method that by necessity I adopted in this study, heavily dependent on interviews, had its silver lining. Accounts of personal experiences revealed a history with nuance and depth, a history as wonderfully complicated as the people who told it.
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  Well, we were talking and an hour or so passed. Chita brought plantains to the table, milk. . . . I remember that [as] she approached us . . . she said, “Juan, who’s coming there?” and she lifted the curtain . . . a yellow pickup with armed men. “Juan, close the door! Hide!”9




  In 2002 one of the women who appeared in the El Gráfico protest photo, a Q’anjob’al Maya named Juana, recounted a scene from a few years later, in 1982. She had witnessed the Guatemalan army abduct her friend and fellow activist Juan Vitalino Calel. She was willing to talk about her experiences, but it was not easy. At the time of Calel’s kidnapping and disappearance, state counterinsurgency violence had been at its height, and discussing the period two decades later remained unsettling. At the point when the army entered her narrative, Juana’s demeanor changed and her confidence faltered. She glanced at my tape recorder on the coffee table in front of us, posing a question simultaneously answered by the look on her face: “There’s not a problem with this?” I quickly turned the recorder off. She continued, her anger rising as she remembered the details of Calel’s abduction. After only a few seconds, she looked again at the recorder, and at me. “Turn it back on.”10




  I had made the journey to Soloma, across Guatemala’s breathtaking Cuchumatanes mountain range and deep into the Huehuetenango highlands, in hopes of finding and talking with this woman. In 1978, at the age of twenty-two, Juana had been elected to a one-year reign as Soloma’s reina indígena. A schoolteacher at the time, she was part of an exciting, radicalizing moment in highland Guatemala, one that reshaped even local queen pageants. Young Mayas like Juana and her friend Juan Vitalino Calel—students, Catholic catechists, young professionals, agrarian activists—were becoming politicized in the 1970s, discussing and asserting demands for cultural, political, and economic reform for what they had come to define as Guatemala’s pueblo indígena. Juana’s determination to speak out was evident even then. As a reina indígena candidate, she recalls, she was the first to stand in front of her community and deliver a hard-hitting, politicized pageant speech about rights for indígenas. She used the opportunity on stage to argue for pride in Maya cultural identity. She condemned discrimination against Mayas and the concurrent political and economic domination exercised by Ladinos—the term typically used for non-Mayas—in her community. She demanded an end to abusive money-lending practices, she remembers, and the land loss for indígenas that resulted.11 Her speech was a success, and she was chosen as Soloma’s new reina indígena by popular vote.




  New ideas about Maya identity and rights shaped politicization in places like Soloma and throughout the highlands in the 1970s, in community after community. Mayas like her at the same time became connected to others beyond their communities, through the Catholic Church and catechist movement, through student organizations and regional secondary schools, and through agrarian organizing. In the mid-1970s, regional discussion groups drew together young Mayas from communities all over the map. Juana’s friend Calel, for example, was not a Q’anjob’al like her, but a Pocomchi’ Maya from San Cristóbal Verapaz in Guatemala’s distant northern highlands, more than a day’s bus ride away.




  Debates and connections among activist Mayas soon led to pan-community organizing, and that is how I learned about Soloma’s indigenous queen. In May 1978, around the same time Juana became queen, Guatemalan army soldiers shot down the Q’eqchi’ campesinos in Panzós. Among the many public condemnations of the Panzós massacre was the symbolic and highly charged protest involving the indigenous queens featured in El Gráfico.




  In the press I learned of Juana as an unnamed pageant queen. She was an interesting figure in other ways, and her experiences parallel those of other activists engaged in efforts for change in the 1970s. Chapters 2 and 3 of this book lay out developments at the local and regional levels in the 1960s and 1970s, which helped shape the thinking of young people like her and opened new opportunities, setting the stage for the kinds of mobilization taking place at the time of the Panzós massacre and into the 1980s. Like growing numbers of Mayas, Juana was able to go to primary school in her community at a Catholic parish school for indigenous students, one of many such institutions founded in the 1950s. She became connected to new ideas about indigenous identity and rights when she was sent in the late 1960s and early 1970s, again with the help of her local priest, to a Catholic secondary school for Maya girls in Antigua, the Instituto Indígena Nuestra Señora del Socorro. Juana graduated from Socorro in 1974 and worked as a schoolteacher in rural Totonicapán and Huehuetenango and passed the ideas she was absorbing and developing to her own students. On weekends, she got together with Mayas from other communities in regional discussion groups.12 In 1978 she helped politicize cultural events like the indigenous queen pageant in both her local community and at the national level, for the readers of El Gráfico. At the same time, she involved herself in a larger, more radical struggle for revolutionary change: she tells of working in her community for several years in the late 1970s to support the revolutionary Guerrilla Army of the Poor, or EGP.13




  Juana’s relationship with Juan Vitalino Calel illustrates how activism by Mayas like them had developed by the time of his abduction. Though Calel came from a far-off community and belonged to a different language group, Juana explained that the two saw themselves as part of the same struggles. He, too, was involved in local and regional indigenous queen events. He was simultaneously a leader of an agricultural cooperative in his community, San Cristóbal, and involved in agrarian organizing in other parts of Alta Verapaz, including Panzós. After threats from the military due to his work with campesinos, Calel fled his community and took up work in another cooperative, this time in the highland department of Totonicapán. After work and on weekends, he continued to be involved in discussions and workshops with area activists (including reinas indígenas), part of efforts that he and other organizers saw as important to “raising consciousness”—concientización—in Maya communities.




  By 1982, Juana herself was no longer participating in those meetings or pan-community discussions, or actively supporting the revolutionary Left. She was married, with a child. Fierce repression by state forces in her community made continued support of the guerrilla insurgency impossible for her, and she’d witnessed a horrific massacre against those the army labeled subversives in the community where she taught, Santa Eulalia, to the north of Soloma. Yet the ties between Juana and Calel remained, and she was visiting him and his wife, Chita, in Totonicapán to inquire about working with his cooperative. From underneath a table in Calel’s kitchen, the children gathered around her, Juana watched as soldiers beat him and took him away. He was not seen again. Juan Vitalino Calel is among Guatemala’s estimated two hundred thousand dead and disappeared.
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  Scholars writing on the civil war period in Guatemala have disagreed about Maya participation in it, and the historical development of oppositional activism by indígenas in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s is poorly understood. With the intense repression of the 1980s and its numbing aftermath, researchers could not easily pose questions about political differentiation among indígenas, or the scope and character of Maya organizing.14 The specter of genocide, too, seems to have rendered activism by Mayas taboo, as if activism itself were somehow to blame for the horror. After the signing of peace accords in 1996, there remained a deep reluctance on the part of some Maya leaders to speak about or acknowledge an activist past.15 Only recently has it become possible to begin the process of exploring Maya politicization in some detail—its roots, character, diversity—and assess the effects of state violence on shaping Maya resistance.16




  We must note that Maya mobilization in its many forms unfolded at the very same time that the two most significant revolutionary groups in Guatemala, the EGP and the Revolutionary Organization of Peoples in Arms, or ORPA, recruited and based their efforts in and around Maya communities. In that context, activists in opposition movements of many kinds—Mayas and Ladinos—engaged in intense and ongoing debates about Maya identity, rights, and revolution. As laid out in this book, some forms of organizing by Mayas in the 1970s were largely articulated around ideas of group identity as Mayas, what activists tended to call la raza, or race. Other types of activism sought to unite Mayas and Ladinos in class struggle. Activists who emphasized “Mayaness” came to be known as culturalistas, while clasistas was the term for Mayas who tended toward class-based organizing in partnership with Ladinos. But those distinctions can be misleading: a lens that tries to determine whether activism by Mayas was motivated by “culturalista” or “clasista” concerns cannot give a clear view of the fluidity of 1970s organizing or the interchanges taking place among activists as these ideas were developing.




  When I asked Juana about activist Mayas’ motivations, she saw such a differentiation as flawed. As she explained it,




  I don’t think any Maya [at the time] would have defined his position as either [exclusively] in the class struggle or in the cultural struggle. . . . The Mayas on the Left in the class struggle believed that it was the path to save us from this exploitation, this discrimination. Those who spoke of the cultural struggle, we said we have to defend our rights, . . . we all wanted to be heard. . . . The class struggle came from Marxism, from socialism, lines of thinking totally outside our reality as Mayas, but also lines of thinking that sought equality between societies, that was what was understood by many indígenas who supported the class struggle. On the other hand, our identity . . . as pueblos mayas [Maya peoples or communities] we had to defend ourselves.17




  In practice, as Juana suggests, culturalista demands were seldom if ever divorced from issues of economic and political justice, and some—though certainly not all—culturalistas supported revolution. Mayas involved in class-based organizing likewise did not see their efforts as abstracted from their identity as indígenas, and many at the same time took part in cultural “revindication” efforts. Activists did disagree about priorities and strategy, as this study makes clear. Yet the efforts of culturalistas and clasistas unfolded simultaneously and overlapped. Mayas involved in both kinds of organizing interacted with each other and at times formed tentative, temporary alliances in the press, community outreach, protests, and even revolutionary mobilization. Despite tensions between culturalista and clasista agendas, organizing efforts by Mayas in the 1970s and into the 1980s should be examined in relation to each other and to broad and growing movements in opposition to a violent state.
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  For those familiar with the chilling brutality of Guatemalan counterinsurgency, it will come as no surprise that much of the activism by Mayas developing in the 1970s was deeply altered—in some respects, decimated—by the state-sponsored violence intent upon destroying it. Repression was a catalytic force for social mobilization by Mayas, but as state terror escalated, it had its intended effect: demobilization. This book carries the story of activism and its transformation into a period shaped by unthinkable levels of violence. When terror reached its most extreme levels from 1981 to 1983, the military virtually shut down public organizing; repression forced the opposition movements that remained, paralyzed and polarized, underground. Splinter all-indigenous revolutionary groups broke away from—and sometimes competed with—the Ladino-led guerrilla armies.




  When by the mid-1980s the state’s most intense repression was deemed no longer necessary, violence eased somewhat, and public activism by Mayas did reemerge. But terror had had profound effects on organized Mayas across the political spectrum. Among activists, the 1990s saw deeper divisions than before between those continuing in opposition struggles focused on economic and political rights and an end to violence, and those who embraced a more focused agenda of cultural rights labeled “indigenous.”




  The culturally focused “Mayanista” movement, drawing on international indigenous rights language, was especially vocal during the peace process and has been crucially important since the 1990s in bringing debates on indigenous issues to the Guatemalan public arena. Yet the very success of the movement had the effect of circumscribing the definition of indigenous rights and activism in Guatemala.18 As this book shows, the economic, political, and cultural concerns of activist Mayas were intertwined in symbiotic ways in the 1970s. In the aftermath of insurgency and counterinsurgency, during a “postconflict” era still marked by violence against the reemerging opposition, culturally focused demands became largely abstracted from broader social justice claims.




  This history of what came before, what young Mayas in an earlier period were proposing and working for in the name of the pueblo indígena in Guatemala, offers up an important corrective to how indigenous activism is defined. Many Mayas were involved in the struggles that accompanied over three decades of war, especially as that war became directed at the pueblo indígena. Before organizing was transformed by genocide, Mayas in varied ways resisted marginalization and discrimination, state repression and terror. And Soloma’s reina indígena was right: as they did so, culture was not necessarily apolitical. Indigenous activism was not always or only about culture.
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“Two Bloods!”




  Defining Race and Nation




  The indígena hides ever more obstinately in his ancestral customs. . . . By this attitude . . . the indígena becomes a deadweight . . . for social, economic, and cultural development.




  —National Indigenista Institute,


  ¿Por qué es indispensable el indigenismo? 1969




  Tecún Umán [conquest-era K’iche’ warrior] is a . . . representative of the land; as clean as our skies, above political conflicts and fratricidal struggles, sacrificed when the two bloods that run in our veins met, source of the river of our history.




  —Revista Cultural del Ejército,


  January–June 1979




  What are they without traje [traditional dress]? Nothing but Indian trash.




  —Hotel owner, Cobán,


  Alta Verapaz, 2002




  I speak for my race. . . . I speak for the blood that circulates in my veins, the blood of the kekchíes, the Maya blood! . . . They [Ladinos] try to incorporate us into their society so we can continue serving them and they can continue humiliating us, because that is what the indígena has always been: servant, . . . peon, beast of burden, . . . until he has become a thing.




  —Eduardo Pacay Coy,


  in La Ruta, September 26, 1971




  Race has been a central and problematic theme in Guatemala’s vision of itself as a nation. It is a country of profound and remarkably lasting contrasts—linguistic, cultural, and economic—that tend to coalesce around the racialized and opposing social categories of “indígena” and “Ladino,” the latter term generally applied to Guatemalans not defined as indigenous. Yet the concept of race can seem problematic when applied to indigenous populations. Scholars usually view distinctions among Guatemalans as “ethnic” rather than “racial,” marked by cultural or economic specificities (language, dress, ways of life or work) that an individual or group can maintain, adapt, achieve, or discard. Race, on the other hand, smacks of biological determinism. In writing about Maya activism I have wrestled with the question of terminology: does “ethnicity” or “race” better capture the complicated construction of Maya identity? The term “ethnicity” focuses attention on important cultural and economic differences among Maya groups and Guatemalans more generally. But processes of categorizing indigenous groups as one—whether it be Mayas, indígenas, or the more disparaging indios—and ascribing qualities to them have revolved around ideologies of race.




  In other words, ethnic differences and the racialization of those differences are important to understanding recent Guatemalan history. Central to the story, too, are the ways in which Guatemalans, Mayas and Ladinos, used the terms. In a society with a large Maya population and a genocidal civil war, when and why did Guatemalans see or assert “race”? For what reasons did people frame identity in ethnic terms? Varied framings have reflected historically produced understandings of difference, often alongside aims specific to the moment.1




  Activists like Eduardo Pacay in the epigraph wrote of la raza—“the race”—and insisted that Mayas across ethnic boundaries in Guatemala had blood-based links to pre-Columbian Maya ancestors and to each other. This was not only to stress connections between the Maya present and past. It also challenged a cultural and economic determinism that defined indígenas as tied to the bean patch and rendered nonindigenous those who were not so tied. In time, the discourse shaped Maya-specific activism as people like Pacay organized opposition to a violent state. Simultaneously, other Mayas and Ladinos on the political Left favored the term ethnic in part because it diminished distinctions between them, a construction of difference that was important as they sought to build class-based unity.




  Ladino elites’ positions reflected other goals. State officials had long claimed for the nation the blood of ancient Mayas such as Tecún Umán, eulogized in the Revista Cultural del Ejército (Army Cultural Review). They sponsored homages and commemorations including an annual Day of the Indian, staged the annual Folklore Festival, and even featured an indigenous woman on the national currency. Their views on the present-day Maya were more ambiguous. Ladino elites tended to employ cultural notions to define and disparage contemporary indios, equating identity with traditional practices considered backward and with a low class status, and called for assimilation. Yet underneath official rhetoric were persistent beliefs about the contemporary indigenous “race” as fundamentally flawed, assimilationist views intertwined with a virulent racism that assumed inferiority based in blood.2 This construction naturalized coercive labor practices that kept modern-day indios at work on Ladino plantations, a fact that Pacay points to: “Because that is what the indígena has always been: servant, . . . peon, beast of burden, . . . until he has become a thing.” As Joshua Lund writes of Mexico, the apparent split between revered ancient indígena and disparaged present-day indio is actually no separation at all: it is rather “the constitutive ambivalence of a single, expansionist nationalism. It is a nationalism enabled by a gesture that appropriates while vanquishing, sacralizes while destroying.”3
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  For over one hundred years, official classification of Guatemalans has taken place and been measured through national censuses. Since 1880, census takers have duly noted whether individuals appeared to be indígenas or not, the latter category usually labeled “Ladinos,” or in some cases as the inverse of indígenas: “no-indígenas.”4 In the census data, the two categories coincide with striking material inequalities, within communities and nationally. In the mid-twentieth century—like today—people defined as indigenous were found to be among the poorest of Guatemalans and as a group, lagged behind Ladinos in terms of literacy levels, health, and political participation.5 The more recent armed conflict itself only widened the distance separating Mayas and Ladinos. Though Mayas make up a little over half of the Guatemalan population, they accounted for over 80 percent of the war’s dead and disappeared, an estimated 93 percent of them killed at the hands of the state.6




  The damning figures measuring dead, illiterate, and marginalized Mayas, however, can mask other important social facts. First, Maya communities have long been stratified economically, and indigenous elites’ power is derived in part from class-based relationships with the indigenous masses, sometimes in alliance with Ladino elites and officials. A Maya middle sector is important; students, teachers, and social workers, for example, led many of the reform efforts of the 1970s. Second, while a majority of the poor are indigenous, it is also true that a majority of Ladinos are among the poor and are marginalized from economic and political power like their Maya counterparts. The Guatemalan state is understood as “Ladino” because Ladinos dominate positions of power, yet as anthropologist Diane Nelson warns, “Casual reference to a ‘ladino state’ ignores the enormous costs borne by the majority of ladinos who are not represented there.”7 And third, despite the findings that state counterinsurgency practices amounted to genocide, the war itself cannot be classified as a conflict between Ladinos and Mayas. Before the state adopted its strategy of attacking entire Maya communities, Ladino unionists, students, and leaders of all kinds were the most frequent targets of state assassinations.8 To complicate matters further still, Mayas filled the lowest ranks of the Guatemalan army, albeit often through forced recruitment, and the state organized a massive civil patrol system in the 1980s—complicit in much of the violence—that required virtually every rural Maya man to patrol his own community for “subversives.” Conflicts in Guatemala defy simple explanation. The profound divisions in society that lay at the root of its civil war and motivated activism were based in subordination of Mayas and the poor.




  One more layer of complexity should be noted: the linguistic and geographic boundaries that delineate indigenous communities obviously differentiate and separate Mayas in Guatemala from each other. Collective identities as “indígenas” do not necessarily reflect the way individuals have thought (or think) of themselves. Self-identity for most Mayas was and is tied to their local community or language group, and only to a limited extent to a broader indigenous population. As we have seen, activist Mayas stressed links to hermanos indígenas (indigenous brothers and sisters) from the western highlands to lowland Panzós. Note that Pacay in the epigraph simultaneously referred to linguistic identity (“kekchí”) alongside the exclamatory label “Maya!” But communication among monolingual Mayas was limited, and distances separating them from each other were great. The partial breaking down of these barriers—linguistic and geographic—spurred the emergence of the kinds of organizing examined in this book.9




  The terms Ladino and indígena thus imply multiple and contested understandings of blood, class, and culture as signaling identity. These labels reflect messy, constructed, and ever-changing social relationships. But despite their mutability, they do have a salience that makes them primary markers of identity in Guatemala. As one recent study argues, while the indigenous-Ladino formulation obscures the diversity found in both of these categories, this bipolarity is a necessary subject of analysis in part because it “occupies a place in the thinking of all Guatemalans.”10




  Where Guatemala has differed (perhaps only in degree) from Mexico and other places in Latin America with large indigenous populations is in the rigid way it has continued to be conceived in binary terms, with two distinct races constituting the nation.11 Through segregation (discursive and physical), the ongoing use of racialized and overwhelmingly negative images of contemporary Mayas, along with homages to a preconquest Maya past, Guatemala has been imagined and represented not as a merging of indigenous and Ladino cultures or blood, but as a nation of two separate peoples. An effect of a binary understanding and construction of race in Guatemala has been a denial of mestizo identities. In the epigraph by the National Indigenista Institute (IIN), it was argued in 1969 that the “deadweight” of indigenous customs must be left behind as indios become Ladinos. In a similar vein, the genetic element of ladinization (becoming Ladino) in Guatemala assumes that Ladino blood “dominates” or overpowers Maya blood. Ladinization, then, is a type of wishful, whitened mestizaje (mixing) in which the notion of actual mixing—cultural and genetic—is downplayed. Mestizaje is present in ladinization, but buried within a Ladino exterior understood as not indigenous. It is not uncommon in Guatemala for rude or obtuse behavior to be met with a nasty pronouncement that that Ladino exterior has been ruptured, that someone has let out the indio within: Te salió el indio.12




  Beliefs about people of the indigenous “race” as culturally and genetically distant from and inferior to Ladinos have reflected, reinforced, and naturalized more material forms of segregation not only in the area of labor, but also education, health, access to land, and effective citizenship. Historian Arturo Taracena argues that such segregation—rhetorical and material—historically has been more powerful than ever-present calls for assimilation, a fact he attributes to the use and function of racialized difference in upholding the economic and political inequalities that have benefited Guatemala’s oligarchy.13 Indigenous resistance to assimilationist pressures, too, has contributed to ongoing segregation between Mayas and Ladinos, as have obstacles of geography and language. Whatever its explanation, a binary understanding of race, a classification of Guatemalans as “indígenas” or “no-indígenas,” has penetrated deep into the national psyche. Even at the most obvious and symbolic level of national pageantry, racial boundaries are solidified and naturalized by separate contests for the naming of Guatemala’s two national “queens.” A Ladina Miss Guatemala has long represented and set the standard for national beauty, before the nation and the world. An indigenous Miss Maya, called the “Rabín Ahau,” is the celebrated focal point of the annual Folklore Festival. She personifies the grandeur of the Maya past, an integral part of the nation, but to this day distinct from Ladina—and national—standards of beauty. Anthropologist Carlota McAllister attended the Rabín Ahau pageant in 1988 and described an impassioned President Vinicio Cerezo reminding spectators of the nation’s duality: “Guatemalans! We are a people of two bloods!”14




  Like all racialized groups, the indígena in Guatemala, with his or her ambiguous connotations of blood, class, and culture, has been defined by historical process. The meanings assigned to that identity in Guatemala, the products of racialization, have differed over time and have depended upon who was doing the defining—Ladinos or indígenas, elites or the popular classes, even Maya clasistas or Maya culturalistas. As Richard Adams and Santiago Bastos warn, Guatemala’s racial duality does not mean that identity can be rigidly conceived or viewed as a “direct reflection” of what dominant forces may wish it to be. Relations between Ladinos and indígenas “arise . . . within the framework of a strategy of ideological domination but once set in motion, can take their own paths, sometimes at the margins of state control, sometimes”—as we will see in this book—“in opposition to it.”15 But before turning more fully to the contestations over Maya identity, we should consider in more detail the “framework . . . of ideological domination” that elites attempted to construct in Guatemala, the race-related policies and practices of the ruling class.
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  Official calls for the assimilation of Mayas into the nation, as mentioned, contradicted the labor practices of an elite sector that leaned on racial differentiation to ensure a ready and subservient workforce drawn from Maya communities. Prior to reforms in the 1940s, plantation owners could, in fact, secure Maya workers with the full support of the state. The growth of export agriculture, especially coffee, in Guatemala during the Liberal regimes that spanned from 1871 to 1944 relied heavily on Maya labor, the availability of which was guaranteed through various mechanisms of force: debt servitude, labor drafts, and, later, vagrancy laws requiring work of those with little or no land. During that time Guatemala’s Constitution no longer differentiated between Mayas and Ladinos, yet ongoing segregation was achieved through legislative policies that enabled labor coercion mainly of indigenous people and through the theories of race that supported them. Scholars of the period point to an ideological discourse inherited from the colonial era and retooled to justify and reinforce such labor practices: indios were capable workers only when forced. They needed therefore to be under the tutelage and firm hand of the state and finquero (the landowner).16 As expressed in an infamous labor regulation from the regime of Justo Rufino Barrios in 1876, “If we abandon the planters to their own resources and do not give them the most effective cooperation from the state, their efforts will be doomed to failure by the negligence of the indigenous class.” The decree, which required labor gangs from Maya communities to be sent regularly to area fincas (plantations), described the benefits to the pueblos indígenas that would flow from such an arrangement: continual contact with the “Ladino class” was the only way to improve the miserable, abject situation of the indios, the decree argued. Requiring labor on the fincas would convert indios, still untouched by civilization, into something “useful and productive” for the nation. Such policies were backed by the growing coercive capabilities of the state. In the case of Mayas who did not see the benefits of supplying their labor—who “evaded their duty” and “defrauded” the finqueros—the decree instructed authorities of each department to “take special care to punish them to the full extent of the law.”17 Labor was simultaneously made available by Ladino encroachments on the lands of Maya communities, facilitated by new land titling procedures. The nation’s progress, in the Liberal view, required pulling the indio away from his small subsistence plot and putting him to work in agricultural production for export.18




  After an interlude of Conservative party rule, the long Liberal reign of Rufino Barrios (1873–1885) was followed by that of Manuel Estrada Cabrera (1898–1920); Estrada Cabrera’s repressive regime was once again at the service of the coffee industry. In 1920 the dictator was removed from office, only to be followed by (somewhat milder) renewed military rule. Yet during the 1920s, ideas of race and nation did undergo a transformation both in intellectual and official circles as indigenismo came into being. Described by Martin Stabb in 1959 as a “sympathetic awareness of the Indian,” indigenismo brought about a valorization of indigenous culture by Ladino academics, if in the patronizing terms of the times. Developing alongside a new attention to the Maya past were concerns about the problems inherent in integrating the present-day indígena into “Western civilization.”




  Miguel Asturias, who would go on to win the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1967, was one of the thinkers of the 1920s whose writings from the period have received the most notoriety. (Asturias and his contemporaries at the university worked for the overthrow of Estrada Cabrera, and Asturias made the dictator the protagonist in his chilling novel, El Señor Presidente.) The era’s debates on Guatemala’s “indigenous problem” reflected anxieties on the part of Asturias and other intellectuals about creating a modern nation given the perceived inferior genetic stock of the country and the antimodern nature of labor relations in the countryside. Like theorists elsewhere in the region, Asturias argued in 1923 that the ideal solution to Guatemala’s indigenous problem would be a blood transfusion for the nation.19




  It was not forthcoming, since Guatemala did not attract much-coveted European immigration on a scale large enough to counterbalance the nation’s Maya majority. To his credit, in 1923 Asturias also called for structural change in Guatemala to “liberate” the indio. He advocated the study of rural highland communities, which would be undertaken with intensity by North American anthropologists beginning in the next decade and in the 1940s by Ladino indigenistas (with both Ladino and Maya assistants) working through Guatemala’s National Indigenista Institute. The remote indigenous highlands and indigenous community life in general were utterly foreign to most Ladinos in the 1920s, and to Asturias himself. “Guatemalan territory is of startling beauty,” he wrote in his law school thesis. “It is both inspiring and saddening to realize this.”20 For reform-minded Guatemalans, to know the indígena came to be considered a requirement for rescuing him and the nation. Precisely what that rescue entailed would remain ambiguous: aspects of indigenous culture—those related to the pre-Columbian past—were greatly admired by indigenistas. Yet a wide range of contemporary indigenous practices were viewed as problematic. This would be true of the “Generation of 1920” and of those policy makers who followed in their footsteps.




  Archaeological discoveries at the time fueled widespread interest in the pre-Columbian Maya, and the celebration of ancient Maya civilization being unearthed in Guatemala’s Petén found its way into nationalist discourse in the 1920s. “The Maya empire, nest of our aboriginal progenitors,” declared one enthusiast during commemorations of Guatemalan independence in 1923, “is the most elevated example of the culture of the [indigenous] pueblos.”21 The Geography and History Society of Guatemala was founded in 1923, a state-funded institution that set out official discourses on “national historical identity” and worked to foster knowledge about the pre-Columbian Maya past as a pillar of Guatemalan nationalism and tourism. The society created maps and studied social organization and textiles of Guatemalan indigenous communities. In 1926 one spokesperson declared the ancient K’iche’ creation text the Popol Vuh to be the patrimony of all Guatemalans and published its Spanish translation.22 A Guatemalan newspaper editorialized that the purpose of making the Popol Vuh available in Spanish was to create the “national soul.”23




  Official zeal for studying Mayas was cut short in 1931 by the institution of the long and repressive dictatorship of General Jorge Ubico, who wanted little to do with the spirit of indigenismo. In Guatemala it was a time of increasingly centralized authority and in the midst of worldwide depression, an era in which Ubico sought ever-greater control over rural laborers. Ubico abolished debt peonage but replaced that system with a vagrancy law that affected greater numbers of Mayas, since it required extensive amounts of labor—100 or 150 days per year—of all men holding title to little or no land. He also instituted a tax to go toward construction of roads and infrastructure, typically paid by Mayas through their labor.24 Ubico refused to allow Guatemala to join the newly founded Interamerican Indigenista Institute because the nation, Ubico argued, had no indigenous problem.25 But indigenismo was flourishing in Mexico, and enthusiasm for the study of the Maya continued to grow among Guatemalan intellectuals. It would be officially embraced under two successive reformist governments from 1944 to 1954, those of Juan José Arévalo and Jacobo Arbenz, whose administrations are together known as the October Revolution.




  The Indígena in the October Revolution




  The democratizing pressures of World War II finally brought change to Guatemala: a military coup by junior officers cleared the way for democratic elections in 1944, and Juan José Arévalo, supported by a coalition of teachers, students, and the labor movement, became the nation’s president. Guatemala’s own National Indigenista Institute, the IIN, was established in 1945.




  The indigenous question being debated in the Arévalo administration was shaped in part by an outbreak of violence between Mayas and Ladinos. The October Revolution had been ushered in by a bloody confrontation in the community of Patzicía, Chimaltenango, not far from the capital, beginning just two days after Arévalo took office. On that day, Mayas in the community killed fourteen Ladino supporters of Arévalo. Conflicts seem to have erupted because the party of Arévalo’s opponent had made promises of land to local Mayas in exchange for political support. After the killings, Ladinos in Patzicía and from nearby communities took revenge, attacking Maya residents. The number of dead Mayas is unclear, though apparently substantial; the press focused detailed attention on the descriptions of the Mayas’ bloody attack on the Ladinos but provided no information on the number of Mayas killed, reporting only that there were “uncountable corpses.”26 The event was portrayed with great alarm in the national press. Dire warnings of impending race wars stirred fears and magnified the urgency of the indigenous problem for the Arévalo regime.




  Beyond such tensions, reformers were acutely aware that the staggering problems they inherited from General Ubico had ethnic undertones, since Mayas constituted a great majority of the population in the impoverished rural highlands. Patterns of land tenure were vastly unequal, and large numbers of rural Mayas remained tied to fincas through debt peonage, despite laws making the system illegal. The government emphasized the need for structural reform of Guatemala’s economy, especially in the area of land tenure. President Arévalo also made rural bilingual education a priority after an educational census revealed that more than 80 percent of rural Guatemalans of school age had no access to formal education.27 The governments of the October Revolution argued that access to land and education, as well as health and civics lessons, would make effective citizenship available to Mayas for the first time, and in so doing would create the nation.




  Illiterates were granted new voting rights in national elections, and the state set up schools and built roads in some highland communities. The government eased the Ubico-era vagrancy laws, though vagrancy remained a crime.28 Most significantly, the regime of Jacobo Arbenz (1951–54) not only tolerated agrarian organizing, it encouraged and supported it. The centerpiece of the October Revolution, the June 1952 Law of Agrarian Reform, sought to reform a system that the legislation termed “feudal.”29 It outlawed debt peonage and all forms of servitude, and regulated land rents. Its most ambitious and controversial provisions went much further: they provided for the expropriation of uncultivated plantation lands to be distributed to campesinos through local agrarian committees called CALs. As we will see in the next chapter, these reforms were short lived, but they prompted widespread rural mobilization and shaped the expectations of a generation of campesinos.30




  Alongside such reforms, the October Revolution focused specific attention on indigenous communities through the National Indigenista Institute. The IIN’s first director, Antonio Goubaud Carrera, set out in his inaugural address the vexing questions that confronted reformers. Given the “cultural mosaic” that was Guatemala, how would it become a nation? After decrying Ladinos’ lack of a national consciousness, he turned to the challenges posed by indigenous communities: “How many Guatemalans will there be . . . speaking languages different from the national language . . . , dressing in costumes [trajes de fantasia] that set them off from the rest of the population, . . . fettered by technologies from thousands of years ago—how many . . . will think that Guatemala is not just that marked by the mountain boundaries of their own social community?”31




  The questions posed were familiar, but under Goubaud’s leadership, a more thoughtful approach to answering them seemed to be in the making, in comparison with indigenismo of the past (and future). Better understanding among Guatemalans needed to flow two ways, Goubaud argued. Only with an awareness among both indígenas and Ladinos of the “two ways of life” existing in Guatemala could a “true Guatemalan nationality” be formed.32 On the same occasion, the minister of education set out the challenges more starkly. Of all national concerns, he said, the “indigenous problem” was the most acute and “perhaps the source of all the rest we face.” Precisely as Asturias had noted twenty years before, he stated that indígenas were foreign to Ladinos: “The first thing demanded by an honest policy is the confession that we know nothing about the Guatemalan indio.”33 To discover the magnitude of the problems the new government faced, the IIN soon commissioned studies in Maya communities across Guatemala.




  In 1947 a “sociological guide” was published by the IIN outlining the kinds of information sought in these studies: information regarding ecology, housing, dress, agriculture and other work, sociopolitical and religious structures, health, reproduction, and the supernatural world. Sample questions filled forty-five pages of the IIN Boletín and were wide ranging and revealing. Some were straightforward fact-finding: Is the municipio in a valley, a mountain, near a river? Is the climate cold, temperate, warm? What public services are available? Of what are houses constructed? Roofs? Floors? Are there windows? Other types of questions seem to have sought information about levels of knowledge and perceptions: Is it good to have sufficient light inside the house? Is it good for a house to be ventilated? Still others inquired about habits and preferences and how they functioned as impediments to ladinization: Do most people in the house sleep on beds, or on the floor? How often do you change your clothes? What do women wear? If the man in the household uses both Ladino clothing and indigenous clothing, what indigenous articles does he use, and why? If he uses Ladino clothing and the woman in the household does not, why? Why don’t Indians wear shoes? Some questions, or at least their phrasing, bordered on the absurd: Do you wish there wouldn’t be: lice? flies? fleas? chiggers? bedbugs? Why? How do you kill lice? If you kill them with your teeth, do you swallow them, and why?34
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