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Cuchumatán Mountains 
 
 
A los Cuchumatanes  
 
  
¡Oh cielo de mi Patria!  
 
¡Oh caros horizontes!  
¡Oh azules, altos montes;  
oídme desde allí!  
La alma mía os saluda,  
cumbres de la alta sierra,  
murallas de esa tierra  
donde la la luz yo vi!  
  
Del sol desfalleciente  
 
a la última vislumbre  
vuestra elevada cumbre  
postrer asilo da:  
cual débil esperanza  
 
allí se desvanece  
ya más y más fallece:  
y ya por fin se va.  
  
 
En tanto que la sombra  
no embargue el firmamento  
hasta el postrer momento  
en vos me extasiaré;  
que así como esta tarde,  
de brumas despejados,  
tan limpios y azulados  
jamás os contemplé.  
  
 
¡Cuán dulcemente triste  
mi mente se extasía,  
oh cara Patria mía,  
en tu áspero confín!  
¡cual cruza el ancho espacio,  
ay Dios, que me separa  
de aquella tierra cara  
de América el jardín.  
  



En alas del deseo  
por esa lontananza,  
 
mi corazón se lanza  
hasta mi pobre hogar.  
¡Oh, dulce madre mía  
con cuanto amor te estrecho  
contra el doliente pecho  
que destruyó el pesar!  
  
¡Oh, vosotros que al mundo  
 
conmigo habéis venido,  
dentro del mismo nido  
y por el mismo amor;  
y por el mismo seno  
nutridos y abrigados,  
con los mismos cuidados  
arrullos y calor!  
  
¡Amables compañeros,  
 
a quienes la alma infancia  
en su risueña estancia  
jugando me enlazó  
con lazo tal de flores,  
 
que ni por ser tan bello,  
quitárnosle del cuello  
la suerte consiguió!  
Entro en el nido amante  
 
vuelvo al materno abrigo:  
¡Oh, cuánto pecho amigo  
yo siento palpitar,  
en medio el grupo caro,  
que en tierno estrecho nudo,  
llorar tan solo pudo  
llorar y más llorar.  
  
¡Oh cielo de mi Patria!  
 
¡Oh caros horizontes!  
¡Oh ya dormidos montes  
la noche ya os cubrió¡  
Adiós,oh mis amigos,  
dormid, dormid en calma  
 
que las brumas en la alma  
¡ay, ay! las llevo yo.  
        Juan Diéguez Olaverri 

 





Chicken Thieves, Witches, and Judges :
Vigilante Justice and Customary Law
in Guatemala*

JIM HANDY

Abstract. This article explores the reasons for the spread of vigilante justice (lincha-
mientos) in contemporary Guatemala. It investigates three specific linchamientos and
suggests that the roots of such vigilante justice lie in a collapsing peasant economy,
insecurity of all sorts, and an unravelling of the social fabric in rural communities
through the militarisation of rural Guatemala.

The article also argues that linchamientos are caused partly by a conflict over
the attempts by the Guatemalan state to impose a certain type of order in rural
Guatemala. It discusses the literature on customary law, in Guatemala and in various
other locales around the world, and suggests that attempts to impose a state
sanctioned legal system without adequate provision for customary law has helped
contribute to a perception that the legal system is illegitimate, not just incompetent.

The rule of law and respect for the judicial functions of the state are generally

considered to be essential components of democratic societies. As the

InterAmerican Development Bank (IDB) reported in 1999, ‘ In a healthy

democracy, the judiciary is supposed to stand with the executive and legis-

lative branches as one of the three pillars of government_ ’ As the IDB

report went on to note, however, ‘ [I ]n most Latin American and Caribbean

countries, the judicial pillar is fractured, weak and incapable of supporting

the weight of its constitutional responsibilities. ’1

One of the most important struggles in contemporary Guatemala is an

attempt to invigorate a judicial system that has, in many ways, ceased to

function. The incapacity of the judicial system and the general lack of respect

for it is apparent in many ways : from the impunity that high-ranking military

officials continue to enjoy, protecting them against prosecution for human

rights abuses perpetrated in the 1980s, to dramatic increases in violent crime.

Two prominent features of the debate surrounding the judicial system in
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1 IDBAmérica, ‘Special Report : Judicial Reform: Can Trust be Restored?, ’ Nov.–Dec. 1999,
p. 1.
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Guatemala are the prevalence of vigilante justice (linchamientos) that has per-

meated mostly rural Guatemala for much of the last decade and its complex

relationship with demands for a reinvigoration and recognition of indigenous

customary law. The linchamientos have prompted substantial concern about

the governability of rural Guatemala and helped create a perception among

much of the urban population that the countryside is a site of superstition,

lawlessness, and violence. Public debate, and the reports of governmental

and international agencies have understandably condemned linchamientos, but

their assessments of the reasons for their proliferation are at best only partial,

concentrating on the most obvious effects of the civil war which ended in

Guatemala in 1996 and the accompanying violence or focusing on the most

apparent inadequacies of the judicial apparatus in rural areas. Linchamientos

have also helped to stoke debate about the wisdom of extending indigenous

or customary law, as provided for in the peace accords signed in 1996.

This article attempts to provide a fuller explanation for linchamientos

through two divergent perspectives. In one, the experiences of vigilante

justice, customary law and various other related phenomena in diverse sites

around the world are explored, with the aim of drawing some understanding

from similar experiences. In the other, the tensions apparent in rural Guate-

mala are interrogated, using three specific linchamientos as starting points :

the chicken thieves, witches, and judges of the title. Linchamientos are not an

expression of customary or popular law; however, there is a complicated

nexus linking linchamientos to both the history of and more recent demands

for an invigorated system of community controlled justice. It is suggested

here that relatively recent changes in the degree of community control over

judicial decision making have contributed to their proliferation. Linchamientos

are the result of a complex set of circumstances, differing in each community,

but almost always related to the increasing precariousness of peasant liveli-

hood, some fundamental concerns about security, and disgust with the

ineffectiveness and corruption of judicial agents. More seriously, linchamientos

are also provoked by a conflict between differing concepts of what judicial

systems should do and who should control them. In this way, linchamientos

and the attempts to control them are part of a more generalised struggle

over the maintenance of a particular type of ‘order ’ in rural Guatemala, one

sanctioned and controlled by the state.

Chicken thieves, witches and judges

The Peace Accords signed in December 1996 did not pave the road to

peace and an end to violence. Instead, a generalised economic crisis, the

legacy of more than a decade of violence and social dislocation, and the

presence of lots of people with lots of guns, led to accelerating rates of
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criminal violence and decreasing levels of confidence in the police and

judiciary. In 2001, the government estimated that there were more than two

million illegal weapons in the country.2 And, two studies by the Inter-

American Development Bank indicated that Guatemala had the highest

indices of violent crime in Latin America.3 By 2001, the rector of the national

university complained, ‘ In this country, blood and mourning are almost our

daily bread. ’4

Perhaps the most notorious example of this violence has been the

prevalence of vigilante justice in the form of ‘ lynchings ’ (linchamientos) in rural

Guatemala for much of the last decade. The number of linchamientos is not

clear, as many go unreported and it is sometimes not clear whether incidents

fit into this category.5 The United Nations Commission for Guatemala

(MINUGUA) reported 421 cases of linchamientos in the country, with 817

victims and 215 deaths between 1996 and the end of 2001. The situation was

so prevalent that in 2001 the minister responsible for decentralisation of

government services, declared that one-third of the municipalities in the

country were ‘ungovernable ’.6

Linchamientos are both complex and very specific to a particular situation

in a particular community. Nonetheless, we can draw a picture of a ‘ typical ’

linchamiento. This picture is taken from approximately 200 newspaper reports

over the six years from 1996 to 2002 and from the two reports on lincha-

mientos issued by MINUGUA. A linchamiento often takes place spontaneously

after someone is caught in the prosecution of a crime or believed to have

been caught in such an act. A ‘mob’ quickly gathers. While some mobs of

more than 1000 people have been reported, usually the instigators and

perpetrators of the act are much fewer in number. Usually those reported

to have been instigators of the crimes were adult males over the age of 35.

Victims tended to be beaten after being tied up. In cases resulting in death,

2 Prensa Libre, 4 Feb. 2001, p. 2.
3 Alejandro Gaviria and Carmen Pages, Patterns of Crime Victimization in Latin America, IDB
Working Paper, no. 408, 1999 ; Juan Luis Londoño and Rodrigo Guerrero, Violencia en
América Latina ; epidemiologı́a y costos, IDB Working Paper R-375, 1999.

4 Cited in Tiempos del Mundo, 1 March 2001, p. A3.
5 For example, Rachel Sieder describes a case in which a local tribunal consisting of elders
and alcaldes auxiliares (deputy mayors) imprisoned two boys accused of robbery and sen-
tenced them to a fine and permanent expulsion from the community. The mother of one
boy complained to the Human Rights Ombudsman and the local actions were declared to
be illegal. A detachment of over 200 police was sent to the community to free the boys.
Many cases reported as linchamientos were similar in nature : Rachel Sieder, ‘Customary Law
and Local Power in Guatemala, ’ pp. 97–115 in Rachel Sieder (ed.), Guatemala after the Peace
Accords (London, 1998), p. 113.

6 MINUGUA, Los linchamientos : un flagelo contra la dignidad humana, 19 Dec. 2001 ; MINUGUA,
Los linchamientos : un flagelo que persiste, 2002 ; Rocael Cardona cited in Siglo Veintiuno, 3 March
2001, p. 4.
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victims were occasionally hanged, but more frequently they were beaten or

stoned to death and often burned. Victims varied, but there appear to have

been two distinct types : known criminals or troublemakers in the community,

or outsiders suspected of crimes. In the case of known criminals or criminal

gangs, the linchamientos were often not spontaneous, but occurred after sub-

stantial planning by a significant number of people in the community.

This sketch, of course, leaves hidden more than it reveals. To understand

more clearly the choreography of a linchamiento it might prove useful to look

in somewhat more detail at three specific cases : one ‘ typical ’ and two more

celebrated examples.

On 21 December 2000 in the early morning hours, Diego Sabán a 24 year

old resident of the aldea Montúfar, was surprised in the process of stealing

chickens in the municipality of San Juan Sacatepéquez not far from Guate-

mala City. Sabán was tied to a tree and beaten by residents of the community ;

over 100 neighbours either took part or witnessed the event. The police,

advised of the incident, arrived in the village, but had to negotiate with

Sabán’s captors for two hours before they agreed to turn him over to the

officials. Sabán died from his wounds in the Roosevelt Hospital in Guate-

mala City at 9:00 in the morning. No charges appear to have been laid against

those responsible for the linchamiento.7

While the case of Diego Sabán might be considered fairly ‘ typical ’, the two

others of our title are more unusual and more celebrated. On 29 April 2000 a

group of Japanese tourists was visiting the mountain town of Todos Santos

Cuchumatanes in the Department of Huehuetenango. Todos Santos is a

highland town with a predominantly Mam population. It is a frequent stop

on the tourist trail and, in more peaceful times, it was considered to be a

good starting point for days of hiking on mountain trails in the region. The

town has always had a reputation for witchcraft and belief in brujos, which

has been part of its appeal to tourists.8 Todos Santos was hit badly by

the violence in the late 1970s and early 1980s, however. After a band of

guerrillas from the Guerrilla Army of the Poor visited the town late in 1980

the military descended, killing more than a dozen community leaders and

forcing many others to flee into the mountains, Mexico, or Guatemala City.

It was many months before the town was effectively repopulated and

many people never moved back. Informants in Todos Santos freely talk

about how it has had a ‘bad feel ’ ever since, despite its apparent return to

normalcy in 1983.

7 elPeriódico, 23 Dec. 2000, p. 3.
8 For earlier accounts of brujos and all things spiritual in Todos Santos see the two excellent
books by Maude Oakes, Beyond the Windy Place (New York, 1951) and The Two Crosses of
Todos Santos (Princeton, 1951).
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Before the Japanese tour group arrived in Todos Santos there had been

much talk, a significant amount of it promulgated by an evangelical Prot-

estant preacher, about the need to keep on guard against witches who were

the agents of Satan. Villagers were warned that Satan would come to steal

their children. One of the Japanese tourists, a young woman named Tetsuo

Yamahiro, was dressed in black and spent much of her visit taking photo-

graphs of a group of young children. A group of men in the community

accused her of being the devil’s agent, of wanting their children for body

parts, and she was attacked. The bus driver attempted to intervene and they

were both stoned to death. Two other tourists and two policemen who tried

to intervene were also injured.

This attack provoked widespread outrage throughout Guatemala. Eleven

people were accused of being involved and six were eventually brought

to trial ; three, two men and a woman, were to be tried for double murder.

While the killings appear not to have been widely supported in the town,

state authorities still believed it necessary to hold the trials in Quetzaltenango,

rather than risk a violent incident in support of those charged if they were

to hold them in the more accessible departmental capital of Huehuetenango.

At the time of writing, no sentence had been passed.9

If the fate of Tetsuo Yamahiro seems a bit surreal once one leaves the

mist covered hills of Todos Santos, the last hours of Alvaro Hugo Martı́nez,

Guatemala’s best known linchamiento victim, seem to be equally crafted from

myth. Hugo Martı́nez was the justice of the peace in the small town of

Senahú, Alta Verapaz. The municipality of Senahú has 169 aldeas with about

60,000 people. The municipal capital has around 4,000 residents, but often

appears almost empty when residents are off in their fields. Hugo Martı́nez’s

life in Senahú reads like any portrait of a quiet man living a lonely life. He had

been sent to Senahú six years earlier, when he was 45, as part of a govern-

ment plan to make ‘ justice ’ more accessible by placing more officials in rural

areas.10 No relatives accompanied him; on weekends he would return to

Cobán, 118 kilometres away, to visit his family. He lived in a room in the

juzgado (court house), ate his meals in a local comedor, was pleasant and

agreeable with everyone, but was friends with no one. Those who would

speak about his work suggested he was conscientious and careful in his

decisions. Despite the routine, or perhaps because of it, he seemed to like his

life in the municipality. He often commented to his wife on the weekend

visits in Cobán how peaceful the town was with good people.11

9 Among numerous reports see elPeriódico, 25 Sept. 2000, p. 4.
10 Victor Ferrigno, ‘Derecho indı́gena : debate jurı́dico o controversia polı́tica? ’ pp. 105–48,

in Jorge Solares (ed.) Pluridad jurı́dica en el umbral del siglo (Guatemala, 2000).
11 See especially, ‘Retrato del juez según el pueblo donde murió, ’ elPeriódico, 19 March 2001,

p. 6 ; and ‘Senahú vive calma sin paz, ’ Siglo Veintiuno, 15 March 2001, p. 8.
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The final disruption to Hugo Martı́nez’s peaceful routine began with an

event far removed from his office. On 8 March 2000 Pedro Cacao roped

an eight year old girl as if she were a cow and dragged her behind his pickup

truck for a few metres. This was the last straw for many of the inhabitants.

While the town might have seemed peaceful to the judge, it appeared

otherwise to many residents. They complained that the dirt road out of the

town was often impassable because of assaults, to the point that a couple of

weeks after the linchamiento an ambulance rushing someone to the hospital

in Cobán was stopped and the inhabitants robbed. The municipality was

the scene of frequent robberies and assaults. When neighbours took Cacao –

who was considered to be a town bully and criminal – to the judge, the judge

ordered him released for lack of evidence ; although he did arrange to have

Cacao pay Q150 in medical costs for the girl.

People in the community were outraged. A mob of between 200 and

1,000 people went to Cacao’s abode with the intent of confronting him, but

he had already fled. They then approached the juzgado, demanding to know

why the judge had let him go. Rather than responding to their questions,

(quite possibly because of a problem with language – the judge did not speak

Q’eqchi), the judge refused to speak to the crowd and locked himself in

the juzgado. When the mob began to throw stones at the building, the judge

fired at them through the door, wounding three people. After 13 hours of

attacking the juzgado through the night, the crowd gained entry to the

building at ten in the morning, beat the judge to death and then burned him.

The three injured men were charged in the crime, but no one else.12

Despite some discrepancies in the newspaper accounts, most of the above

seems to be agreed upon. However, the ‘ spontaneous ’ mob seems to have

been carefully created; before the attack on Cacao’s home, a religious radio

station in the community had sent out messages calling on all male residents

of the aldeas to gather in the municipal capital at six in the afternoon without

their wives or children. No one would admit to knowing who was respon-

sible for these messages. While the attack was going on, the ‘mob’ cut off the

access road to the town, cut the phone wires to the town, and according to

one report, dumped a load of paving stones in front of the juzgado to be used

in the attack. In the months following the attack, there were some rumours,

though scantly substantiated, that those responsible had headed a car theft

ring that Hugo Martı́nez was attempting to close down.

12 Prensa Libre, 14 March 2001, p. 3 ; elPeriódico, 14 March 2001, p. 3 ; Siglo Veintiuno, 14 March
2001, p. 3. Siglo says two hundred vecinos were involved, Prensa Libre, about a thousand.
elPeriódico says that the original perpetrator was a man named Pedro Pop and that he was
charged with attempting to kidnap a four year old. Siglo says two people were injured by the
judge.
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There were also serious questions about the response of the authorities.

The local police sub-station was destroyed and the agents disarmed to pre-

vent them from intervening. However, the judge had been able to send

word to Cobán pleading for assistance some ten hours before he was killed.

Nonetheless, authorities, including police forces and representatives of

MINUGUA, did not enter the town until 1:30 in the afternoon; some three

hours after the judge was killed. The family of the judge subsequently sued

the police and the ministry of government, arguing that the killing could

have been prevented if the police had done their job. The police responded

saying that ‘we couldn’t enter (the town) shooting the people that were in

the barricades, creating a new Panzos (the site of one of the first military

massacres in Alta Verapaz in the late 1970s) in Senahú ’. Many people

accused the police of being frightened of the mob.13

‘A scourge to human dignity ’

What are we to make of these incidents? What can they tell us about the

tensions that exist in rural Guatemala and about the possibilities for recon-

struction and reconciliation after the violence of the 1970s and 1980s? There

is no lack of opinion concerning the causes of linchamientos and how to deal

with them.

In the Guatemalan press and in the publications of various social and

academic institutions in Guatemala, five, sometimes linked, explanations

prevail : the linchamientos are a result of the perversity, illiteracy and poverty of

rural inhabitants ; the perpetrators are driven by the inefficiency of the police

and inspired by the lack of punishment for their crimes ; they are an attempt

to challenge the authority of the state ; they are the result of the war and

military counterinsurgency. A small number of people suggest that the

linchamientos are the result of the inappropriate nature of the judicial structure

in Guatemala.

The least thoughtful approach to the linchamientos is perhaps the most

common one. This approach suggests that people in the countryside engage

in linchamientos because of their inability to understand the complexity or finer

points of the Guatemalan legal system. According to a lower level judge

in Santa Cruz del Quiché,14 they want immediate gratification, demand un-

reasonable punishments for minor crimes, expect decisions without adequate

proof, and believe that when judges fine defendants they are accepting bribes.

While aspects of her argument are no doubt true, there is little there to help

us understand why rural inhabitants ‘ fail ’ to understand the legal system.

13 See ‘Linchamiento de juez fue planificado, ’ elPeriódico, 27 March 2001, p. 6 ; ‘Linchamiento
de juez pudo evitarse, ’ Prensa Libre, 15 March 2001, p. 8 ; Siglo Veintiuno, 15 March 2001, p. 8.

14 Cited in elPeriódico, 4 Oct. 2000, p. 4.
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Most telling was her prescription for ending linchamientos ; rural residents need

to be both bullied into accepting justice, through the threat of severe and

immediate punishment for linchamientos, and ‘educated ’ to be proper citizens

who accept the law and its agents. The demand for ready punishment for

perpetrators of linchamientos is the most common response to the crime,

taking central place in the MINUGUA reports as well. While few would

disagree with the need to punish some of those involved in the linchamientos,

this approach seems particularly counterproductive. It echoes both a per-

ception of rural areas as sites of superstition and barbarism that need to be

tamed, and the need to shape people to the institutions meant to serve or

control them, not the reverse.

This particular view of the countryside is not unique to Guatemala. Orin

Starn argues that the same thing happened in Peru after the creation of

peasant civil patrols (rondas campesinas) and the perception was equally false.

He argues that, ‘The geography of imagination made it easy for unsym-

pathetic city dwellers to sensationalize or dismiss the rondas as a sign of

the ignorance and brutality of the Andean peasantry. ’15

Other interpretations of the linchamientos see them as a challenge to

the authority of the state. This is primarily the approach of the national

police and the government. In October 2000 the director of the National

Police argued that the linchamientos are the work of people who ‘disrespect

the authorities and are working against the sovereignty of the state ’, those

responsible have ‘ fallen into acts of rebellion against the state ’.16

The third explanation for the linchamientos is much more subtle and linked

to history, at least recent history. This explanation focuses on the role of the

violence of the 1970s and 1980s, and especially of the counter-insurgency

implemented by the military. Some argue that the violence stems primarily

from the military’s policy of forcing village residents to engage in military

supervised acts of brutality which are reflected in the ceremonial aspects

of linchamientos. Many point to one famous incident in which a suspected

guerrilla leader was subjected to 18 hours of public torture while residents of

the community were forced to take part. As an editorial by Margarita Carrera

made clear, ‘The origin of the linchamientos, from the historical point of

view, is clear. It stems from the terrorist practices of the Army during the

internal war. ’17

15 MINUGUA, Un flagelo contra la dignidad humana ; Orin Starn, Nightwatch : The Politics of Protest
in the Andes (Durham, NC, 1999), p. 107.

16 Prensa Libre, 9 Oct. 2000, p. 10.
17 ‘Origen de los linchamientos, ’ Prensa Libre, 23 March 2001, p. 16 ; see also, Interview with

Alejandro Rodrı́guez, research director for the Instituto de Estudios Comparadas en
Ciencias Penales, in Prensa Libre, 18 March 2001, p. 6 ; and Adrián Zapata, ‘Los raices
contrainsurgentes de los linchamientos, ’ Siglo Veintiuno, 21 March 2001, p. 10.
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Others who blame the military focus more attention on the civil patrols.

At the height of the military violence, 900,000 men in highland Guatemala

were organised into civil patrols controlled by the military. They were sup-

posed to target suspicious actions and actors, keep guerrillas out of the rural

communities, and assist the military in their operations. In the process, civil

patrols acted in very different ways in different parts of the country. In some

areas men were clearly organised reluctantly, dissolved the patrols as soon

as they could, and attempted to do as little harm as they could while they

existed. In others, the patrols, while established and controlled to some

extent by the military, became true village organisations reflecting a re-

inforced sense of community and village autonomy. In many, however,

the patrols were controlled by brutal men who used their position for

their own ends and to terrify the community, or the patrols reflected con-

tinuing divisions within the community, but were now allowed brutal and

officially sanctioned means for dealing with these divisions. Many, especially

MINUGUA, see the hand of the former civil patrol leaders in the lincha-

mientos, Finn Stepputat argues that, at least in the more isolated areas, the

military encouraged the leaders of the civil patrols to act as ‘wild men’ of the

frontier. As the area has been brought under civil control once again, they

are now treated as savages.18 We will return to this question of the frontier

below.

There is much to recommend this argument and the role of civil patrols

certainly deserves more investigation. There are some difficulties with this as

an explanation, however. In some instances linchamientos involved the active

participation of hundreds of citizens, far more than could be easily mobilised

by civil patrol leaders, no matter how influential. In addition, some of these

attacks occurred in communities in which the civil patrols were mostly

ceremonial, engaged very rarely in violent actions, and were quick to dissolve

once permitted. This includes Todos Santos where more than 500 people are

reported to have taken part in the killing of Tetsuo Yamahiro and the bus

driver. Some point to the large numbers of linchamientos in Alta Verapaz and

El Quiché, departments that were brutally hit during the war and in which

civil patrols were particularly important, as proof of the impact of the war.

However, this doesn’t seem to explain such departments as Totonicapán,

eighth on the list in the number of linchamientos according to the MINUGUA

survey, in which the impact of the war, at least in terms of direct violence

and the importance of civil patrols, was much less apparent than in other

departments with fewer linchamientos. Even in regions with many active and

violent civil patrols they often seem to have little to do with linchamientos.

18 ‘At the Frontiers of the Modern State in Post War Guatemala, ’ pp. 127–40, in A. Arce and
N. Long (eds.), Anthropology, Development, and Modernities (London, 2000).
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Simone Remijnse’s superb study of the civil patrols in the municipality of

Joyabaj, El Quiché, one of the municipalities most famous for civil patrol

violence, suggests that they had little direct involvement in the several

lynchings that have occurred in the community since 1996.19

The most complete discussions of linchamientos were the two reports

published by the United Nations Commission for Guatemala in December

2000 and early in 2002, entitled, ‘Un flagelo contra la dignidad humana ’ and ‘Un

flagelo que persiste ’ respectively. These reports echo many of the interpret-

ations signalled above, concentrating much of their attention on civil patrol

leaders and the absence of effective punishment for those involved in the

linchamientos. However, there is evidence of a substantially more refined

approach in the second report, which also discusses the impact of mar-

ginalisation, poverty, and illiteracy in fostering the linchamientos, reporting

that almost all of the cases they investigated occurred in municipalities with

indices of Human Development below and levels of poverty and illiteracy

significantly above the national average. The second report also comments

more extensively on discontent with judicial authorities.20 To assess the value

of these explanations for the prevalence of linchamientos it might be useful

to explore many of these concerns – and to suggest new ones – through a

fuller discussion of the three cases mentioned above.

Chicken thieves and the dilemmas of a persecuted peasantry

The case of Diego Sabán, our 24 year old chicken thief, is typical in many

ways : the perpetrator was caught in the act of committing a fairly minor

crime, many people were involved in the linchamiento, the punishment went

on for a long time in public, the police needed to engage in a long negotiation

to have the prisoner released into their custody, and no charges were laid

against those involved. It is perhaps useful to examine each one of these

aspects to help us understand both the reasons for the linchamientos and their

relationship to the implementation of justice in Guatemala.

First, not all linchamientos are the result of ‘petty crime’ ; many are reactions

against violent acts, often murder, by notoriously dangerous people in the

community. A day before the killing of Sabán, a young 18 year old named

Francisco Caal was killed in the village of Chipac of San Pedro Carcha, Alta

Verapaz. Caal was murdered after killing and robbing three men who were

travelling from the community to buy cardamon. Caal was described as having

been responsible for frequent assaults on the road into town. In March 2001

two people were burned to death by a crowd of over 400 people in Chisec,

19 Simone Remijnse, Memories of Violence : Civil Patrols and the Legacy of Conflict in Joyabaj,
Guatemala (Amsterdam, 2002), esp. 223–5.

20 MINUGUA, Un flagelo que persiste, esp. pp. 3–4, 12.

542 Jim Handy



Alta Verapaz after they killed a local merchant and robbed him of 500

Quetzales (less than $100). In November 2000 a ‘mob’ hung a man and his

son who were responsible for stabbing to death another local man in the

aldea La Cumbre, San Gaspar Ichil, Huehuetenango. In this latter case, with

the support of the local alcalde auxiliar (deputy mayor), the men were tried by

residents of the aldea before the killing.21

Nonetheless, one aspect of linchamientos that disturbs commentators is

the seemingly disproportionate nature of the punishment in relation to the

crime. People have been killed for robbing peasants of corn, tools, small

amounts of money and virtually every imaginable kind of livestock.22 In this

regard it appears to be worthwhile to keep in mind two things : the desperate

poverty of much of the population of rural Guatemala, and the increase in

criminality and robbery throughout Guatemala, very often in areas in which

strong community structures had meant very little crime until recently.

According to recent government, World Bank, United Nations, and

InterAmerican Development Bank estimates, between 75 and 86 per cent

of the rural population of Guatemala lives in poverty and over 67 per cent of

indigenous children suffer from chronic malnutrition. The virtual elimination

of Guatemala’s cotton harvest since the late 1970s and the collapse of coffee

prices in the last four years, have meant that opportunities for paid agricul-

tural labour have been substantially reduced. Earlier successes for cultivators

of small plots in the highlands in new horticultural products have proven to

be very difficult to maintain as markets are insecure, the costs of necessary

chemical inputs increase dramatically, and the land suffers from both

exhaustion and chemical dependence.23 Figures for increasing ‘petty ’ crime

in rural Guatemala are difficult to encounter. Nonetheless, the increasing

violence and crime in much of rural Guatemala is obvious in any number of

ways : assaults on highways and back roads and violent robberies in small

towns are everyday occurrences.

The linchamientos cannot be understood without appreciating this sense of

desperation. Explorations of somewhat similar practices in other parts of

the world also help explain the importance of effective punishment for

robberies. The famous rondas campesinas in the Peruvian highlands were

established during the 1970s and 1980s in the face of increased common

21 Prensa Libre, 31 March 2001, p. 12 ; Prensa Libre, 18 Nov. 2000; p. 12.
22 See for example, Prensa Libre, 11 Nov. 2000, p. 12 ; Prensa Libre, 16 Oct. 2000, p. 12 ;

La Hora, 11 Feb. 2002; La Hora, 28 Dec. 2001.
23 World Bank, Report no. 24221-GU; Poverty in Guatemala, Feb. 2003, p. 54. SEGEPLAN,

Polı́tica de desarollo social y población, June 2002 ; Guatemala : la fuerza incluyente del desarrollo
humano, United Nations in Guatemala 2000, p. 292 ; Asamblea de la Sociedad Civil,Equidad,
justicia social, combate a la pobreza y desarrollo social, Guatemala 2002 ; La Hora, 11 April 2002 ;
Realidad socio-económica de Guatemala : con énfasis en la situación del niño y la mujer, UNICEF, 1994.
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crime and apparent abandonment by state law enforcement authorities. They

evolved into complex community organisations, with differing relations to

both the police and the military, in different parts of Peru. Orin Starn reports

that one of the major reasons for the creation of the rondas was to stop

rustling. He estimated that in one community the rondas meant each family

gained an average of five animals because of the virtual end to cattle thefts.

This had a dramatic impact on peasant livelihoods.24 Vigilante justice groups,

called Sungusungu, in Tanzania and eastern Uganda were created partly to

guard against an increase in cattle rustling.25 José de Souza Martins, in an

argument derived from his study of lynchings in Brazil in the 1980s, suggests

that the explanation for this hyper violent response to petty crime derives

partly from the perceived consequences of the crime. He says, ‘Lynchers

see theft of a poor person’s possible gain as a crime against a person, and

ultimately against a family’s survival. It is not a crime against possession

but against being. ’26 Similarly, Andres Guerrero suggests that lynchings in

Ecuador are the result of a complex integration of indigenous communities

into a neo-liberal economic order, in which lynchings have become ‘a

perverse confrontation where a right to kill responds [to] the liberal policy

of let them die ’.27

These examples seem to fit well Michel Foucault’s assertion that ‘popular

justice ’ sought to fit punishment to the consequences of the crime and often

exhibited a heightened sense of betrayal when the crime was directed inwards

towards one’s poor compatriots.28 Or, as one member of the civil patrols

in Peru expressed it, ‘No one dreamed the rondas would ever work_ This

is the clean justice that we have never had. ’29 There is, however, a significant

step from the relatively mild punishments usually meted out in the Peruvian

case and the much more violent response in Guatemala. We are left uncer-

tain as to the extent to which Guatemalan lynchings are an expression of

‘popular justice ’.

As in the case of Sabán, linchamientos are also clearly a response to unease in

the face of increased crime and official ineptitude in dealing with it. Simone

Remijnse discusses a series of linchamientos which occurred in an aldea of

Joyabaj designed to end the predations of a gang of crooks operating in the

region. Despite numerous complaints, the authorities refused to investigate

24 Starn, Nightwatch, p. 95.
25 Ray Abrahams, Vigilant Citizens : Vigilantism and the State (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 35–6, 48.
26 ‘Lynchings – Life by a Thread: Street Justice in Brazil, 1979–1988, ’ pp. 21–32 in Martha K.

Huggins (ed.), Vigilantism and the State in Modern Latin America : Essays on Extralegal Violence
(New York, 1991), esp. p. 27.

27 Andrés Guerrero, ‘Los linchamientos en las comundidades indı́genas (Ecuador) : la polı́tica
perversa de una modernidad marginal ?, ’ pp. 463–89 in Bulletin d l’Institut Français d’Etudes
Andines, 29 : 3 (2000), esp. p. 464. 28 Discipline and Punish (New York, 1977), p. 83, 92.

29 Cited in Starn, Nightwatch, p. 104.
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the criminal organisation. Finally, five members of the gang were killed.

After the lynchings, a statement was drawn up giving the authorities 15 days

to take action against the rest of the gang or ‘ the people will continue to

enforce justice ’. After the first lynching in the community following the

peace accords, that of some visiting ladinos who had killed a bus driver,

Reminjse reports that while people often spoke of the lynching with horror,

many approved of it, suggesting, ‘They had showed the criminals what they

were capable of and were convinced that it was the lynching that kept crime

at bay. ’30 Studies in other areas of Guatemala have similarly reported general

support for the linchamientos. One survey in 1998 suggested that 69 per cent

of the population and 76 per cent of the indigenous population approved of

linchamientos ‘ as a form of justice ’.31 MINUGUA reported that small rob-

beries were the major motive for linchamientos and that discontent with the

actions of police and other authorities was the third most commonly stated

justification for lynchings. One of the respondents to the MINUGUA study

put the matter succinctly : ‘Before, the law of linchamientos didn’t exist,

but now, as justice doesn’t function and there are many robbers, it is

justified. ’32

As in Sabán’s killing, linchamientos are often very public affairs, dragged on

for many hours. This seems to meet a number of needs. First, the involve-

ment of the community – either formally as in the case of La Cumbre or

more often informally through the, at least, tacit approval granted through

observation – both heightens the ‘popular ’ aspect of the crime and binds the

community to the act. This makes it more difficult for the community to turn

against the perpetrators at a later date and may, at least in some instances,

strengthen community ties, as Starn argues the rondas did in Peru. There is

also clearly an element of spectacle to the linchamientos ; the punishment which

is often brutal, of long duration, and involves the active involvement of

large numbers of people in the community, fits quite remarkably Foucault’s

famous discussion of the execution with which he opens his Discipline and

Punish. Quite clearly one aspect of the linchamientos is the reappearance

of ‘punishment as spectacle ’. The reason for the need for punishment as

spectacle in contemporary highland Guatemala is complicated. It seems fit-

ting to remind ourselves that Foucault believed that the shift of punishment

from ‘festival ’ to ‘ school ’ was an important part of the extension of state

power and the construction of hegemony in modern Europe. The failure of

this shift in Guatemala must say something about the limitations of state

power in contemporary Guatemala. As Foucault suggests, it also says much

30 Memories of Violence, pp. 223–5.
31 Cited in World Bank, Report No. 24221-GU; Poverty in Guatemala, p. 152.
32 Un flagelo que persiste, pp. 10; 4, 8.
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about the inability of the Guatemalan state to ‘order discipline ’ in rural

Guatemala.33

The limitations of state power were also demonstrated by the need for

state authorities to negotiate the release of Sabán over a number of hours.

This also fits a pattern ; on the few occasions that police have convinced

‘mobs ’ not to continue with linchamientos, they have done so through a

complicated process of negotiation with those involved, rather than a simple

demand that they obey laws, as one might expect. They have been much

more successful in doing so in large urban centres or rural regions close to

Guatemala City. Effective state power clearly dissipates as one retreats from

Guatemala City.

The limited power of state representatives also helps explain why few of

those charged with committing linchamientos have been convicted. Despite

numerous calls from judges, the MINUGUA and elements of the govern-

ment for firm action against those people responsible for linchamientos in

order to prevent their spread, by September 2000 only 77 cases had been

brought to the courts ; 17 were ruled on by lower court judges. Seven were

absolved, ten sentenced. Of these ten, two were resolved on appeal, six

were still in appeal, and only two had their final appeals heard and were

convicted.34

In many instances, those arrested for involvement in linchamientos have

been released by mobs who have threatened both police and judges. In

the case of the linchamientos that took place in Chisec, for example, four

of the people believed to have led the killing were arrested later in

September. Residents of the community then took prisoner three other

youths they accused of crimes. The residents demanded that representatives

of MINUGUA, the Public Ministry, the human rights ombudsman and

members of the municipality negotiate with them over the release of the

delinquents. One of their demands was the release of the four people

arrested earlier. The three delinquents were only released after 35 hours of

negotiations.35

This fits a more general pattern in parts of rural Guatemala. Rural resi-

dents have prevented police from carrying out their functions on numerous

occasions ; in one well-publicised incident, eleven police agents were hurt

and seven patrol cars destroyed when police attempted to engage in raids

looking for illegal weapons in Ixchiguán, San Marcos.36 On other occasions,

33 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 8, 111, 272. See also Anton Blok, ‘The Symbolic
Vocabulary of Public Executions, ’ pp. 31–54, in June Starr and Jane F. Collier (eds.),
History and Power in the Study of the Law (Ithaca, NY, 1989).

34 MINUGUA, Un flagelo contra la dignidad humana.
35 elPeriódico, 23 Sept. 2000, p. 3 ; 25 Sept. 2000, p. 4.
36 Siglo Vientiuno, 28 April 2001, p. 7 ; Prensa Libre, 19 Oct. 2000, p. 2 ; Siglo Vientiuno, 19.
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police have themselves been attacked. In September 2000, two police agents

in Fray Bartolomé, Alta Verapaz were taken prisoner by a mob when they

were involved in an accident in the town. When they attempted to return

to their substation they were removed by force and the police station was

ransacked.37

One common thread, both throughout Guatemala and in other locales

in which linchamientos have occurred, is what appears to be a generalised

distrust of the national police. Robert Carmack points out, in his study of

Momostenango, that the national police located in the community were seen

to be in conflict with municipal police and were generally resented.38 Rondas

campesinas in Peru were in fairly constant conflict with police and on more

than one occasion police were ‘arrested ’ by ronderos when they ventured

into their communities.39 Numerous other examples could be provided;

resentment of national police in Guatemala and elsewhere is clearly not just

a function of their perceived corruption and inefficiency. It relates as well

to a perception of their illegitimacy.

Witches, the trade in body parts, and modern legal systems

So far our discussion of the fate of Diego Sabán has not strayed very far from

the characterisation of linchamientos presented in the MINUGUA reports :

focussing on issues of poverty and the ineffectiveness of the judicial appar-

atus. Our other two cases suggest deeper and somewhat more complex

issues surrounding linchamientos.

What are we to make of the apparently bizarre killing of Tetuso Yamahiro?

It is not the only incident of its kind ; two American and a number of

Guatemalan women were beaten and stoned in small towns in Guatemala

under the mistaken impression that they were there to steal children. Fear

of child theft, of robachicos, is a constant concern in many rural areas. Cer-

tainly part of the story here is a function of the folk belief in the trade in

children’s body parts. This belief is widespread in Guatemala, as it is in many

other parts of Latin America.40 Nancy Scheper-Hughes in her wonderful

discussion of the life of poor migrants in the northeastern Brazilian town of

Bom Jésus, attempts to explain the reason for the belief’s persistence there.

In Bom Jésus it seems to have been a personification both of the way in

which the sugar fazendas used up the bodies of those who worked there

37 elPeriódico, 23 September 2000, p. 3 ; La Hora, 22 Oct. 2001.
38 Rebels of Highland Guatemala : The Quiche-Mayas of Momostenango (Norman, 1995), p. 284.
39 Starn, Nightwatch, p. 66 ; Mario Fumerton, From Victims to Heroes : Peasant Counter-Rebellion

and Civil War in Ayacucho, Peru, 1980–2000 (Amsterdam, 2002), pp. 207–8.
40 See for example the discussion of robachicos in Daniel Wilkinson, Silence on the Mountains :

Stories of Terror, Betrayal, and Forgetting in Guatemala (Boston, 2002).
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and of the medicalisation of poverty and hunger as a strategy to make

poverty an individual failing. It is given substance by the frequent campaigns

to intern street kids in the FEDEM institutions and the fact that many kids

are thought not to emerge from them.41

In the Guatemalan case, as in Bom Jésus, the belief is an extrapolation of

real threats to children. Certainly children are at risk in Guatemala. Street

children in Guatemala City have been the target of police and death squads

for many years. Attempts to prosecute those believed responsible have

had only very limited successes. More generally, while there is no evidence

of a body parts trade, there has been significant evidence of a live body trade,

as fraudulent adoptions and illicit orphanages seek to tap the lucrative market

for children for couples in Europe and North America, or young girls are

stolen for the sex trade in both Latin and North America. Guatemala pro-

vides more babies per capita for international adoption than any other

country in the world. According to the NGO Casa Alianza, in 2002 there

were 2,993 adoptions from Guatemala, costing in total US $59 million.42

A number of countries have either halted adoptions from Guatemala or

required DNA tests on children and their mothers to prove that those

giving up children for adoption are the biological parent. Mothers’ fears

concerning the stealing of babies can be seen as an only slightly exaggerated

response to a real, although limited, threat and, perhaps, a not unreasonable

belief – highlighted by occasional newspaper reports about the costs of

‘ replacement organs ’ in rich countries – that the rich are consuming every-

thing else in the world ; why would they not seek to commodify children

and their bodies as well ?43

But fear for their children was only part of the reason for the killing of

Tetsuo Yamahiro; she was also branded as a witch. The linking of witchcraft

and a trade in child’s body parts is a seemingly common phenomenon.

Witches are often portrayed, as Ralph Austen suggests, as ‘ insatiably hungry :

they seek to ‘eat ’ others by imbibing their reproductive powers in the form

of corpses, children, sexual fluids, etc ’.44 Witchcraft is also often marked

by the perception of an exaggeratedly evil commercialisation, of selling

what should never be sold. But dealing with suspected witches is immensely

difficult for official legal systems. Modern legal systems operate on a basis

41 Nancy Scheper-Hughes, Death Without Weeping : The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil
(Berkeley, 1992). 42 Casa Alianza, rapid response, 20 Jan. 2004.

43 See for example the story of a woman who was rescued from a linchamiento in Feb. 2002
after attempting to steal five children and cross the border into Mexico. Prensa Libre, 23 Feb.
2002 ; La Hora, 17 June 2002.

44 Ralph Austen, ‘The Moral Economy of Witchcraft : An Essay in Comparative History ’
pp. 89–110 in Jean Comaroff and John Comaroff (eds.), Modernity and its Malcontents : Ritual
and Power in Postcolonial Africa (Chicago, 1993), esp. p. 91.
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of proof and rational expectation of harm. Under this belief, official legal

systems not only fail, in the minds of many rural inhabitants in Guatemala

and elsewhere, to address adequately fears of witchcraft, but often ‘mis-

takenly ’ charge those who act against witches with crimes. This becomes

part of a generalised phenomenon when legal constructs are imposed from

the outside on different cultures : a disagreement over what is objectionable

behaviour and what is a crime. Thus in colonial Africa and India, the

colonial state was branded as a ‘ friend’ to witches because it refused to act

in what were considered to be clear cases of witchcraft and often persecuted

those who brought charges against witches.45 In cases where modern,

‘ rational ’ states have been forced to deal with witchcraft as a crime, they

have often had to jump through complicated legal hoops to do so; thus in

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, republican Brazil attempted

to prosecute ‘witches ’ for practising medicine without a license.46

In contrast with official judicial systems, rural areas in Guatemala (as

elsewhere) often perceive witchcraft to be a major concern, a tension

addressed frequently in customary law. This has a long history ; Robert

Carmack reports how in Momostenango the community effectively resisted

national control over the community’s judicial concerns, especially as these

often included charges of witchcraft.47 In regions as widespread as rural

India, Tanzania, and southern Chiapas, dealing with suspected cases of

witchcraft and identifying witches has been an important part of the func-

tioning of customary law, and used as both an element of oppression and

a means for fostering harmony in rural communities.48 As in the widespread

concern over robachicos, fears of witchcraft seem to be especially prevalent

in parts of rural Guatemala today. This, too, reflects the history of similar

concerns elsewhere. Studies of witch hunts in Europe, especially in Britain,

suggest that the increased concern with witches was prompted by tensions

in rural communities precipitated by economic and social change brought

about by increasing reliance on a cash economy and heightened differen-

tiation in wealth within the community.49 Ralph Austen has argued that

45 Abrahams, Vigiliant Citizens, p. 25.
46 Dain Borges, ‘Healing and Mischief : Witchcraft in Brazilian Law and Literature,

1890–1920, ’ in Ricardo D. Salvatore, Carlos Aguirre and Gilbert Joseph (eds.), Crime and
Punishment in Latin America (Durham, NC, 2000), pp. 181–210.

47 Rebels of Highland, p. 150.
48 Ajay Skaria, ‘Women, witchcraft and gratuitous violence in western India, ’ Past and Present,

155, May 1997, p. 111 ; June Nash, Mayan Visions : The Quest for Autonomy in an Age of
Globalization (London, 2001), p. 60 ; and various articles in Jean and John Comaroff, Mod-
ernity and its Malcontents. For a discussion of this in the European context see Robin Briggs,
Witches and Neighbors : The Social and Cultural Context of European Witchcraft (London, 1996).

49 See for example, A. McFarlane,Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England (New York, 1970) ; Ian
Whyte, Scotland before the Industrial Revolution (London, 1995).
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concern about the increased commodification of elements that had pre-

viously not-been entirely subject to market forces, leading to charges of

witchcraft, was heightened by the prevailing belief in many places in Africa

that the accumulation of new wealth must come at the expense of others.50

A similar fear was identified by Michael Taussig ; the pact with the devil,

the sabbat, that allowed some people to accumulate wealth, threatened

community both because it led to the impoverishment of some and because

it was prompted by the commodification of elements that had been pre-

viously controlled by complex community social relations. As Taussig

argues, this is neither unique to Latin America nor to the modern era. ‘When

Luther ascribed usury and early manifestations of capital to the workings

of the devil ’, Taussig asserts, ‘he was merely giving vent to the outrage

and pain that many persons felt toward the flowering of the profit motive

and the subjugation of social relations to the economic laws of commodities.

For them this was certainly not a natural phenomenon’.51

Rural Guatemala is generally impoverished. Nonetheless, some community

members appear to be accumulating significant levels of extra capital, usually

through remittances or because they themselves have travelled and worked

in the north. At the same time, market considerations are increasingly

predominant for rural communities, affecting control over factors which

previously had significant community constraints over their use and disposal.

This is especially true in the case of land, as a so-called ‘market assisted ’

agrarian reform, favoured by the World Bank and other lending agencies

and negotiated as part of the peace accords, slowly penetrates rural Guate-

mala. In such a context, it is not surprising that concern over witchcraft

and inappropriate commodification should be so prevalent. This is occurring

at the very time that customary means for controlling tensions in rural

communities are severely constrained.

The case of Tetsuo Yamahiro also suggests a refinement of Finn

Stepputat’s comment about the frontier. Ray Abrahams agrees that,

‘ [v]igilantism is a frontier phenomenon’, but suggests that we need to

understand the frontier in a broader context than the borders of the state or

even the distance from state institutions. Frontiers also include ethnic

divisions and the borders between different cultural conceptualisations of

what the state should do. Understood in this way, the ‘ frontiers ’ that help

foster the spread of linchamientos in Guatemala include not just those that

determined ‘marginal ’ areas in the ways described by the MINUGUA

report, but those that delineate regions not yet, and perhaps not ever to be,

inculcated with the values that predominate in the rest of the society, values

50 Austen, ‘Moral Economy of Witchcraft, ’ p. 104.
51 Michael Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel Hill, 1980), p. 29.
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reflected in the judicial system. As Ray Abrahams has described those who

developed Sungusungu in Tanzanias, ‘ [v]illagers who are commonly situated at

the edge of the state and at the bottom of the political heap’.52

Deliver us from justice

An analysis of the killing of our third victim, Alvaro Hugo Martı́nez, the

justice of the peace in Senahú, Alta Verapaz, compels us to delve further

into tensions in rural Guatemala and to explore in greater depth the con-

flicts between the official judicial apparatus in Guatemala and concepts of

customary justice. Doing so suggests concerns that demands for a greater

extension of the national judicial apparatus as a necessary and effective

method for controlling linchamientos might be misplaced.

Alvaro Hugo Martı́nez was not the first judge to be attacked by a mob

in Guatemala. However, he was the first one to be killed and his death

prompted much debate about the issue of justice and linchamientos. The head

of the union of judges in the Supreme Court, Amada Ramı́rez de Arias, was

perhaps the most alarmist, arguing that the killing was part of a generalised

campaign against judges designed to force them from the countryside.

Some were more restrained; one judge in what was certainly an example of

understatement, said, ‘ I think that for the first time people will be aware that

being a judge in this country is not an easy thing. ’ Still the prevailing opinion

fitted well with Ramı́rez de Arias’s perception. Former president and human

rights ombudsman, Ramiro de León Carpio, called for the death penalty

for all those convicted of linchamientos. Perhaps the most cynical response

came from former military dictator Efraı́n Rı́os Montt, himself hiding behind

his congressional immunity to avoid having to face charges of genocide for

his role in the violence of the early 1980s, who argued that it was ‘ impunity

that allowed them to take justice into their own hands ’ and echoed de Leon

Carpio’s call for the death penalty.53

Other responses to the killing of Hugo Martı́nez were more thoughtful

and might begin to help us discuss the relationship between linchamientos

and customary law in Guatemala. In a particularly insightful editorial, Franco

Sandoval argued that the judge was not the victim of the enraged people

of Senahú, but rather that his killing was the sad product of the imposition of

one system of justice that was alienated from and alienating for the majority

of people : ‘The judge was the victim of a system of justice that was cold,

bound by procedure and weighted with books. In this sense, one can say he

killed himself. ’ Sandoval pointed out that one reason for the judge’s death

was his inability to explain his actions to the people in their own language,

52 Vigilant Citizens, p. 3, 25. 53 Siglo Veintiuno, 14 March 2001, p. 2, for Rı́os Montt.
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Q’eqchı́. He argued that there needed to be an understanding that ‘along

with a system of justice with a small j, there exists La Justicia, a concept

that requires diverse means of expression. ’54 It seems to me that Sandoval’s

argument, roundly condemned in Guatemala when it was written, begins

to help us explore the role of customary law, and its conflict with national

judicial apparatus, in the linchamientos.

Evening prayers for French peasants used to beseech the lord, ‘Deliver

us from justice ’. In a phrase this captures some of the ambiguous character

of judicial systems. A properly functioning and ‘blind’ judicial system is

an important part of the development of effective modern democracies.

Even a cursory understanding of historic struggles in Latin America makes

it clear that one focus of attention and concern for ‘common’ folk has

been forging judicial systems that function as they were rhetorically meant

to function and not according to the whims of the locally powerful and

dominant. The very limited success enjoyed by workers, peasants, indigen-

ous, and women in finding courts and judicial systems that matched rhetoric

to words apparently did not prevent many from continuing to try to use the

legal system in the prescribed ways.55

On the other hand, courts and judicial systems have always been partly

about constructing hegemony, building the powers of the state and, ac-

cording to Foucault, ‘ entangling ’ more popular forms of justice. Foucault

suggests, ‘_ my hypothesis is not so much that the court is the natural

expression of popular justice, but rather that its historical function is to

ensnare it, to control it, to entangle it, by reinscribing it within institutions

that are typical of the state apparatus ’.56 Not just the functioning of courts,

but the definition of a ‘crime’ and the nature of punishment were frequently

constructed in opposition to popular conceptions of what they should entail.

Crimes became transgressions against the state and punishment became a

constant lesson in the state’s perception of the nature of crime.57 This is not

restricted to France or to Foucault’s particular sensibilities ; Ian Whyte has

argued that in Scotland until the middle of the eighteenth century, ‘much of

the law _ had evolved from within communities, tailor-made to fit their

needs ’. But after 1747, the focus of the law became that of a systematised

54 ‘ ¿Quién mató al juez de Senahú?, ’ elPeriódico, 24 March 2001, p. 9.
55 See Charles Walker, ‘Crime in the Time of the Great Fear : Indians and the State in the

Peruvian Southern Andes, 1720–1820, ’ in pp. 35–55 ; Arlene Dı́az, ‘Women, Order, and
Progress in Guzmán Blanco’s Venezuela, 1870–88, ’ pp. 56–82; Juan Manuel R. Palacio,
‘ Judges, Lawyers, and Farmers : Uses of Justice and the Circulation of Law in Rural Buenos
Aires, 1900–1940, ’ pp. 83–112 ; all are in Salvatore, Aguirre and Joseph (eds.), Crime and
Punishment in Latin America.

56 Michel Foucault (ed. Colin Gordon), Power/Knowledge : Selected Writings and Interviews,
1972–1977 (New York, 1980), p. 1. 57 Discipline and Punish, p. 11.
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code ‘ imposed from above by the state ’, centralised and designed to meet

the needs of national bureaucrats rather than villagers.58

Judicial systems were also used to bind people to the state and to build

citizens, to reinforce uniformity. As one author writing in the professional

journal of Mexican criminologists argued in 1939, ‘We are all Mexicans,

and on being mestizos, with a common tradition, with a common mestizo

intellectual formation and culture rests the great future of our country and

the solution to ethnic problems. ’ Refusal to assimilate to the mestizo nation

of Mexico made the Indian ‘a delinquent as a result of anti-social action’.59

The tendency for legal system discourse to paint indigenous populations

as criminal appears to have been widespread in Latin America. Benjamin

Orlove’s study of conflict in the 1930s in Peru notes how the police and

courts turned ‘specific crimes committed by people who happen to have

been Indian (into) discussions of Indian criminality ’. Those on the other

side of the legal divide also became a unity, in opposition to the Indian.

As one policeman said, in giving a eulogy for a fallen comrade, the problem

lay in the ‘compassionate confidence that we have all fatally deposited in the

indio’.60

While one can make too much of the differences, there are fundamental

contrasts between the nature of western legal systems and the uses to which

they were put and what Foucault called popular justice in the European

tradition and what is most often called ‘customary law’ in the colonial con-

text. Customary law, by its very nature, differs fundamentally from locale

to locale but there appear to be certain common attributes that allow for

some generalisations. According to Sally Falk Moore’s often cited study of

customary law in Tanzania, customary law contained a number of distinct

characteristics that contrasted with more rigid western legal systems. It was

at heart ‘ a system of ideas that ranged from the most materialistic sorts of

cost accounting in cattle to the most mystical notions of the causes of mis-

fortune’. Customary law flowed from a distinct world view which saw cause

and effect, responsibility and rights, authority and obedience in entwined

ways related to distinct societies and locales. Just as Western legal systems

were crafted out of their own distinct world views, customary law on

Kilimanjaro was, in the words of Moore, ‘ a framework of organisations,

relationships, and cultural ideas, a mix of principles, guidelines, rules of pre-

ference, and rules of prescription, together with conceptions of morality

and causality, all of them completely intertwined in a web of ordinary

58 Whyte, Scotland, pp. 210–16.
59 Cited in Robert Buffington, Criminal and Citizen in Modern Mexico (Lincoln, 2000), p. 161.
60 Benjamin Orlove, ‘The Dead Policemen Speak : Power, Fear and Narrative in the 1931

Molloccahua Killings (Cusco), ’ pp. 63–95 in Deborah Poole (ed.) Unruly Order : Violence,
Power, and Cultural Identity in the High Provinces of Southern Peru (Boulder, 1994).
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activities. It was not a special domain of knowledge or practice, but a body

of ideas known to all and used by all. ’ Perhaps of most interest, customary

law in the Kilamanjaro region was determinedly local, regulating a complex

web of interactions – personal, environmental, and spiritual – that only

made sense in the local context : from land tenure and irrigation rights, to

bride prices and spiritual warfare.61

In the context of the imposition of colonial regimes and western notions

of the state and nationalism, the continued importance given to customary

law was also an important tool of resistance. Continued reference to cus-

tomary law kept the agents of the state mystified about and marginal to

important affairs of the region and community. In doing so, in regions as

diverse as Kilimanjaro, Togo, southern Mexico and the Andes customary

law became a core element in maintaining culturally distinct communities

against attempts to expand state power and influence. In the process, Laura

Nader has argued, the harmonic intent of customary law was strengthened.

That is, communities she studied in southern Mexico consciously strove to

maintain harmonious relations among members of the community partly

because they realised that to do otherwise invited state intervention. Thus,

harmony and the desire for community control over their own judicial affairs

became mutually reinforcing impulses : only local control could ensure a

‘ judicial ’ understanding of sufficient local complexity to guarantee that as

often as possible ‘punishment ’ would fit the consequences of the crime,

abide by local understanding of the severity of the transgression and, most

importantly, facilitate reconciliation among the contending sides ; only a

deliberately maintained aura of harmony, created by both effective rec-

onciliation and the concealment of disputes from outside officials, would

allow the community to remain free of most active state interventions in its

legal affairs.62

It is a mistake to think of customary law as ‘ancient ’. As Sally Folk Moore

has pointed out, ‘custom also means current local practice ’ and customary

law is continually in flux, while maintaining its relationship to tradition.63

Many individuals within communities, and many communities themselves,

became adept at using state judicial systems when they thought it might be to

their advantage. Over time the ‘customary ’ aspect of customary law becomes

‘ fuzzy ’ reflecting the hybrid nature of all colonial/colonised regimes. Nor

is customary law inherently more ‘ just ’ that a codified legal system. The

61 Sally Falk Moore, Social Facts and Fabrications : ‘Customary ’ Law on Kilimanjaro, 1880–1980
(Cambridge, 1985), esp. p. 43, 51, 91.

62 Laura Nader, Harmony Ideology : Justice and Control in a Zapotec Mountain Village (Stanford,
1990), esp. pp. 8–10; see also Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 92.

63 Sally Folk Moore, ‘History and the Redefinition of Custom on Kilimanjaro, ’ pp. 277–301
in June Starr and Jane F. Collier (eds.), History and Power, esp. pp. 277–8.
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practice of customary law reflects the differing and inequitable power re-

lations that are both part of custom and accentuated through the colonial

encounter. This is, perhaps, most often reflected in women being disadvan-

taged in customary law. One notable case in June 2002 in which a young

woman in Pakistan was reportedly sentenced to gang rape by a Panchayat

council because of a perceived transgression by her brother, provides an

exaggerated example of this imbalance.64

Customary law in Guatemala has reflected all of these various elements.

Works which explore the historic use of state court systems in highland

Guatemala suggest how limited their hold over the community has been.

People appealed to regional and national courts when they thought it advan-

tageous to do so. When permitted, they were more likely to avoid them and

use local institutions. Attempts to impose the Livingston codes, a judicial

system devised by a Louisiana jurist in the early nineteenth century, helped

inspire a widespread peasant revolt that toppled the government. Robert

Carmack’s study of court records in Momostenango during the late nine-

teenth century demonstrates the continuing hold of customary law. Recent

work on struggles in highland communities during the 1920s has shown

that communities took advantage of conflicts in national politics to assert

or re-assert control over communities. Cindy Forster’s study of court

records in the Department of San Marcos during the dictatorship of Jorge

Ubico during the 1930s and 1940s, often considered to be a period of intense

political and legal centralisation, illustrates quite clearly the limited force of

national laws and national courts and their continued illegitimacy in the

eyes of many. My own work during the revolution from 1944 to 1954,

indicates that even when presented with sympathetic court and administrat-

ive initiatives, residents of highland Guatemala were just as likely to settle

local disputes without recourse to those instruments.65

Of more immediate interest is the evidence for the continued importance

of customary law in recent decades. The 1957 municipal code enacted fol-

lowing the overthrow of the revolutionary government in 1954 reasserted

the central place of the municipal authorities and their, admittedly limited,

autonomy. The 1965 Guatemalan constitution somewhat contradictorily

argued that the judicial function would be exercised exclusively by the

64 ‘Victim recounts brutal gang rape, ’ Star Phoenix (Saskatoon), 4 July 2002, p. C1.
65 See R. Carmack, ‘State and Community in Nineteenth Century Guatemala : The Momos-

tenango Case, ’ pp. 116–140, in Carol Smith (ed.) Guatemalan Indians and the State (Austin,
1990) ; Cindy Forster, In the Time of Freedom (Pittsburgh, 2001) ; Jim Handy, Revolution in the
Countryside : Rural Conflict and Agrarian Reform in Guatemala, 1944–1954 (Chapel Hill, 1994) ; for
discussions of the struggles in the 1920s see El Excelsior, 3 Jan. 1927, p. 1 ; 24 Oct. 1927,
p. 1 ; 4 Nov. 1927, p. 1, 4 ; 7 Feb. 1928, p. 1 ; Benton McMillin (US ambassador to
Guatemala) to the State Department, 25 Aug. 1921, United States National Archives,
Department of State, 814.00.
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Supreme Court and its tribunals. Nonetheless, it also allowed that ‘alcaldes

municipales ’ could act as judges. In the opinion of Guillermo Cac, this meant

that alcaldes played a dual role, as both political and judicial figures in the

community ; a large part of their role was to ‘ impart justice among the

neighbours in the municipality ’.66 In reality, they were most often assisted

in this process by the advice of elders and alcaldes auxiliares in the various

parts of the municipality.67 Thus, until that constitution was replaced in

1985, community leaders were legally empowered to deal with many local

and criminal disputes. All evidence suggests that they were constantly used

in this regard. Reflecting decades of research in the municipality of

Momostenango before the violence of the 1980s and the 1985 constitution,

Robert Carmack argues that customary law and ‘ traditional authority ’ held

sway in the community to such an extent that ‘almost everything that takes

place in Momostenango falls under the municipal corporation’s jurisdiction’.

That corporation was deeply traditional, with leaders of the Municipal

Corporation coming from four prominent Indian families and munici-

pal police chosen by municipal authorities. In Carmack’s words, ‘Traditional

authority at the lowest level is vested in an informal council of married

clansmen, led by the clan head, himself a priest-shaman. The clan head

makes all important decisions in consultation with adult men and is the

chief executor of these decisions. For example, he pronounces the judge-

ments made by informal clan judicial bodies and determines who will apply

the sanctions. ’68 Similarly, Simone Remijnse’s has argued that in Joyabaj

before the violence of the 1980s, traditional indigenous authorities deter-

mined most of the affairs in the indigenous aldeas surrounding the cabacera

of Joyabaj, especially determining access to land and to community forest

preserves.69

Quite clearly, customary law and traditional authority didn’t operate in a

vacuum. They were constantly affected by and constrained by ideas from

outside and attempts to control indigenous authorities and to impose national

laws. Adrienne Wiebe examined 114 cases from the court records in the

municipal archives of Comitancillo, San Marcos dating from 1921 to 1968.

The justice was the alcalde until 1922. After that local cases were decided by

a tribunal with three indigenous authorities, one Ladino resident, and the

municipal secretary. Wiebe argues, ‘The code of conduct enforced within

the tribunal is overtly based on the codified legislation of the national

66 Guillermo Cac, ‘Código Procesal Penal Guatemalteco y derecho consuetudinario, ’ pp.
77–88 in Jorge Solares (ed.) Pluridad jurı́dica en el umbral del siglo (Guatemala, 2000), esp. p. 78.

67 Rachel Sieder, Derecho consuetudinario y transición democrática en Guatemala (Guatemala, 1996).
68 Carmack, Rebels of Highland Guatemala, pp. 283–322.
69 Remijnse, Memories of Violence, p. 133.
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Guatemalan legal system_ ; however, in many ways it is a Mam code of

conduct that is being maintained within a framework of the state laws. ’70

This makes perfect sense and reflects the hybrid characteristics of customary

law identified by Moore for Tanzania. In the context of Guatemala, Rachel

Sieder suggests that ‘ legal culture in indigenous communities throughout

the country consists of a hybrid mixture of local adaptation and practices

and elements of universalist or national legal norms’.71

Still, there are some fundamental differences between ‘customary ’ law

and national legal practices in Guatemala. Indigenous cultural activists and

others interested in promoting legal recognition for aspects of customary law

make similar points about the importance of these local non-institutional

means for settling disputes : unlike the formal legal system they sought rec-

onciliation and the return to harmony; restitution was preferable to punish-

ment, punishment when it occurred was meant to be exemplary and public

and to provide a lesson to the whole community – generally this took the

form of public work in full view of the whole community – and every effort

was made to reincorporate the offending individual into the community. The

goal of much of the efforts of customary law was to cleanse the air through

public discussion and apology. The latter was especially important in sus-

pected cases of witchcraft ; curses could be removed through the public

airing of their intent. Most importantly, perhaps, customary law was con-

structed through an intense and deep understanding of the community, its

living and spiritual inhabitants and their histories.72

Decisions in this semi-permitted, semi-clandestine network of customary

law were made using local wisdom derived from a local embeddedness.

Decisions were made and implemented very quickly, in sharp contrast to

the state legal system that fragmented testimony, hurried decisions and

then took forever to implement them. It is worth repeating that this did

not mean that they were just or fair, that they did not reflect unduly the

power of local elites, or that they did not treat certain groups harshly.

Nonetheless, Leonardo Cabrera, a member of the commission on ‘derecho

indı́gena ’ or customary law in COPMAGUA, (the Confederation of Maya

People of Guatemala) explained the differences between it and ‘official ’

justice in this way: ‘State law is written, onerous, it is not consensual, it

focuses on punishment rather than reparation, it is rigid, disintegrative, and

requires endless paperwork; while indigenous law is oral, is not onerous,

70 Adrienne Wiebe, ‘Widening Paths : The Lives of Three Generations of Maya-Mam
Women’ unpublished PhD diss., University of Alberta, 2002, esp. pp. 124–5.

71 Rachel Sieder, ‘Customary Law, ’ p. 107.
72 For an interesting discussion of the role of spirits in customary law, see Charles Piot,

Remotely Global : Village Modernity in West Africa (Chicago, 1999).
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is consensual, preventative, flexible, and seeks to maintain family and

communal unity ; moreover, it is quick. ’73

Quite obviously the heightened violence of linchamientos seems to be far

removed from the idealised vision of customary law presented above. How

then are the linchamientos and customary law linked? The conditioned control

exercised by customary law in rural communities in Guatemala has been

challenged in two fundamental ways since the early 1980s. The violence

of the early 1980s and the imposition of military control in highland com-

munities disrupted mechanisms of local control and helped foster intense

levels of conflict within many communities. This conflict ensured that a

degree of internal harmony, in the view of Laura Nader necessary for the

functioning of customary law, has been very difficult to reinscribe. Just as

importantly, the 1985 constitution represented a determined attempt to

impose national judicial structures. This combination of internal unrest and

an ongoing challenge to customary law helps explain the wave of linchamientos

that has afflicted Guatemala in the last decade.

The military campaign of the late 1970s and early 1980s was not the

beginning of the attempts to impose national standards that have helped

foster unrest in rural communities. Since the 1940s, Guatemalan highland

communities have been sites of severe conflict. Indigenous perceptions of

the world, local power structures, and the functioning of customary law have

been rapidly altered through powerful state agencies, the actions of evan-

gelical Protestants, Catholic catechists, migration, poverty, guerrillas and,

most importantly, the incursions of the military in the late 1970s and early

1980s. All of these forces brought tremendous changes in the functioning

and viability of ‘customary ’ law.

Perhaps most important in this was the imposition of civil patrols

which ironically often reinforced ‘ local ’ control over judicial decision making

(virtually no one appealed to the courts in rural Guatemala during the late

1970s and early 1980s as they had ceased to operate in any real manner),

while deeply fracturing much of the community cohesion necessary for

the functioning of customary law. In many communities civil patrols oper-

ated in ways that were even more deeply antithetical to ideas of harmony,

restitution, reconciliation, and reincorporation than formal legal systems

were. In Joyabaj, for example, in the 1980s the military and their accomplices

in the community took over all the important posts in the community.

People stopped paying attention to the indigenous authorities, particularly

with regard to the use and disposition of communal land. People refused to

73 Cited in Saqb’ichil, July, 1998, p. 6 ; see also Prensa Libre, 21 Sept. 1998; See also Guillermo
Cac, ‘Código, ’ Miguel Angel Reyes Illescas, ‘El derecho consuetudinario : más allá de la
comunidad pequeña, ’ Solares (ed.) Pluridad jurı́dica, pp. 53–76 ; and El sistema jurı́dico maya :
una aproximación (Guatemala, 1998).
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pay taxes to indigenous authorities for the use of the land, cut wood without

permission, and even began to sell the land. More poignantly, Linda Green

has described how in another highland community, ‘The fragile, intricate

bonds that held communities together have been severed by the effects of

violence that resonate through daily life. ’74 Or, as Judith Zur argued, ‘Recent

violations of cultural norms have left people unsure of what is permissible

behaviour on both moral and legal grounds. ’75

After 1985, power at all levels of Guatemalan society began slowly and

painfully to be pried from military hands, first at the formal level of national

politics, then through the reconstitution of a national civil society, then in

the forced demilitarisation of rural communities. The military left behind

communities more deeply fractured than at any other time in the history

of Guatemala. In many communities, those involved in the civil patrols

desperately tried to hold on to local power ; they were often opposed by

local residents integrated into popular organisations working diligently to

demilitarise rural communities, reduce the power of those involved in the

civil patrols, and make some of them accountable for the violence they

helped bring about. In addition, the reconstitution of democratic political

power nationally was sought in often contradictory and confusing ways.

The 1985 constitution removed the provision that had allowed for the legal,

if somewhat subterranean, functioning of customary law. From this point

legal decisions could only be made by authorities invested by the Supreme

Court explicitly to operate within the judicial system.76 However, the political

and legal vacuum that existed in rural Guatemala as the military withdrew

was not quickly filled by representatives of the state’s legal system as

envisioned by the constitution. Instead, the vacuum was filled by a hodge-

podge of old community institutions, new NGOs, powerful individuals

whose power rested in their affiliation to the civil patrols, evangelical

Protestants, and local incarnations of national or regional indigenous or

peasant organisations. Much of Guatemala was left essentially lawless, as

communities attempted to reconstruct sufficient harmony or consensus for

aspects of customary law to be reinstated.

By the early 1990s civil authorities in Guatemala attempted to reassert

‘democratic ’ institutions in Guatemala. Again, despite the provisions of the

Peace Accords and Convention 169 of the ILO which explicitly called for

the recognition of indigenous authority and customary law, national insti-

tutions were aggressively pushed in rural areas. Compelled by international

agencies and the United Nations Mission for Guatemala, which began to

74 Linda Green, Fear as a Way of Life : Mayan Widows in Rural Guatemala (New York, 1999), p. 32.
75 Judith Zur, Violent Memories : Mayan War Widows in Guatemala (Boulder, 1998), p. 275.
76 Cac, ‘Código, ’ p. 79.
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focus on good governance as the new panacea, the Guatemalan government,

like many other Latin American governments, sought to decentralise. But

decentralisation did not mean a recognition of customary law and authority

but rather the provision of ‘meaningful ’ government institutions to rural

areas. One of these measures was assigning justices of peace to rural areas,

one of whom was Alvaro Hugo Martı́nez in Senahú. The result was anything

but beneficial. Many of them could not function in the Mayan language of

the district to which they were assigned; they had no history in the region,

no understanding of the basis of customary law, no roots, and no way to

understand the world view that needed to inform the application of justice.

As Victor Ferrigno says, ‘ the medicine was worse than the disease ’.77

This attempt at imposing more outside juridical control came at a par-

ticularly inappropriate time in rural Guatemala. Since the end of the violence

of the 1980s a determined effort had occurred in rural Guatemala to reassert

aspects of community control. This has been partly a natural response to the

imposition of intense military control for more than a decade and especially

rough treatment afforded localised identity during that time. There is also

clearly a nostalgic flavour to some of this longing. For communities that

had suffered so much, especially perhaps for many people who endured

periods of exile, there is a natural tendency to attempt to return to an

imagined community past that highlights all that was good about that

imagined past ; as Jim Scott has argued in another context, returning to ‘a

remembered village and a remembered economy_ against which to deplore

the present ’.78 For many this meant deliberate attempts to limit outside state

influences ; what Orin Starn identified, in the context of highland Peru, as ‘an

intensification of localism’ in the face of continued unwanted incursions

from outside.79

The linchamientos cannot be understood without keeping in mind this

combination of deeply fractured communities and an ineffectual attempt

to reinforce an alien legal ‘ system’, coupled with the lingering violence of

the last decade of brutal counterinsurgence and a peasant economy in acute

crisis. Guatemalan society is currently in the middle of an intense debate

over the nature of the Guatemalan state that is being built from the ashes of

the violence of the 1980s.80 One part of that debate concerns the nature

of the Guatemalan judicial system and the relative weight of institutions of

customary law and community control in relation to a national judicial

77 ‘Derecho indı́gena, ’ p. 117. 78 Jim Scott, Weapons of the Weak, p. 178.
79 Starn, Nightwatch, p. 145 ; see also, Jim Handy, ‘Demilitarizing Community in Guatemala, ’

Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, 19 : 37–38 (1994), pp. 35–60.
80 See Jim Handy, ‘Democratizing What? : Some Reflections on Nation, State, Ethnicity,

Modernity, Community, and Democracy in Guatemala, ’ Canadian Journal of Latin American
and Caribbean Studies, 27, 53 (2002), pp. 35–71 for fuller discussion of these points.
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system and judicial apparatus. There has been much discussion of the right,

enshrined in various national and international agreements, to levels of

customary law and local control. However, virtually all the debate surround-

ing linchamientos has assumed that this wave of vigilante justice can only be

effectively attacked by strengthening national judicial institutions and its

apparatus : justices of the peace, national police, etc.

This article does not suggest that a more effective national judiciary and

more competent national police force would not be beneficial in attacking

levels of violence in Guatemala. Rather it suggests that understanding the

reasons for the wave of linchamientos in Guatemala in the last decade requires

consideration of a complex interplay of causes stemming from poverty,

marginality, the disruption of community norms, prevailing levels of fear

and anxiety in rural Guatemala. Among these causes is an attack on com-

munity authority and customary law that was carried out to devastating effect

by the military during the violence of the 1970s and 1980s but which has

been continued by succeeding civilian administrations in their attempts to

impose national judicial institutions in rural areas. Seen from this perspective,

any movement to strengthen a national judicial system must be carried out

in careful consort with efforts to help strengthen community authority

and recognise community legal traditions. From this perspective, what is

necessary to end the linchamientos is to give people real control over justice

in their communities and to allow the justice system itself to reflect that

control. In this fashion, accepting the legitimate functions of customary

law may not only help end linchamientos, but might also assist communities

in reconstructing a sufficient level of harmony to reinscribe revised com-

munity traditions. In the opinion of Vı́ctor Montejo, in this fashion, cus-

tomary law may help revive ‘ the cultural values and morals of the indigenous

pueblos that were displaced when the civil patrols destroyed those values

and converted themselves into criminal henchmen at the side of the

military ’.81

81 ‘Maya Itz’at : Injusticia y linchamientos, ’ Siglo Veintiuno, 10 Dec. 2000, p. 11.
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Migration and the Transnationalization
of Fiesta Customs in Todos Santos Cuchumatán,

Guatemala
by

Jennifer L. Burrell

In the past decade, wage-labor migration to the United States has acceler-
ated in Todos Santos Cuchumatán, a Mam Maya town in northwestern Gua-
temala, to the point that almost every family can claim at least one member
who is living elna (“west,” the Mam word used to refer to the United States). 1

While this pattern is now common throughout much of Mexico and Central
America, local reactions to it have been quite varied (Binford, 1998; De Hart,
2002; Loucky and Moors, 2000; Gledhill, 1995; Rodriguez and Hagan,
2000; Rouse, 1995). Many places have become veritable ghost towns, while
others are largely populated by women, children, and the elderly, in a land-
scape dotted with the new and vacant houses of migrants who hope to return
one day to their home communities. Todos Santos, in comparison, though
intensely affected by migration, has remained vibrant and dynamic.

As the wage-labor migration experience enters its second decade, the
annual celebrations of All Saints Day and the Day of the Dead in Todos
Santos have themselves become transnational social fields (Basch, Glick
Schiller, and Szanton, 1994) shaped by a continually shifting interplay of
political economic and historical forces (García Canclini, 1988; Guss, 2000).
Notable as a site for observing the imagining of community (Guss, 2000: 2)

12
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as it is in the process of happening (Bakhtin, 1984: 211), the fiesta exhibits
the multistranded relations that link together societies of origin and settle-
ment, crossing national boundaries (cf. Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton,
1994: 7, 27; Goldín, 2000; Kearney, 1996). It has consequently become the
ground on which concepts of community and family are renegotiated and
enacted and terms of belonging are (re)established.

While vulnerable and minimal in their positions as mostly undocumented
and marginalized wage-labor immigrants in the United States, migrants can
exert influence and change the cast and/or character of certain relations of
power and ways of experiencing culture when they return to Todos Santos
because of their relative economic strength and buying power and the ways in
which these free them and their families from local labor relations. Seeking
to concretize their continued status within the community, migrants fre-
quently insist on perpetuating fiesta practices and traditions that mirror their
understandings of the “authentic” and a common past, in the process main-
taining customs and relationships that no longer reflect contemporary poli-
tics, structures of power, and experiences of domination. In doing so, they
may uphold or subvert hierarchies of race, ethnicity, and local authority. In
this way, many wage-labor migrants actively imagine and create the condi-
tions for their eventual return to their home villages even as they build new
communities and lives in the United States. At the same time, their families
are complicit in, react to, and are reshaped by the creation and continued
maintenance of these border-spanning social networks (cf. Landolt, 2001).
Examining cultural practices and fiestas, I argue, shows that transnational
migration is both part of ongoing processes of global integration and linked
to the specifically local, challenging the traditional assumptions that cultures
are subordinated in processes of globalization.

FIESTA CELEBRATION

One of the highlights of the renowned celebration of All Saints Day in
Todos Santos Cuchumatán is the corrida de caballos—a running of the
horses that takes place on November 1. From eight in the morning to four in
the afternoon 10–20 men, who have been dancing to marimba and drinking
through the night at the home of the team captain, ride back and forth on
rented horses along a quarter-mile course, colored streamers and feathers fly-
ing from their hats, sheathed machetes fastened to their belts, their new cloth-
ing spattered with mud from the paths of the town and the track on which they
are riding. A principal objective is to stay on their horses and finish the event.
Large crowds gather to watch these men ride, closely observing who is
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participating and how the men are dressed. In the late 1940s the ethnographer
Maude Oakes (1951: 210) commented to the effect that at least part of the
excitement of the fiesta was the hope (or fear) that the drunk riders might fall
from their horses, and this is still true today. On November 2, the fiesta moves
to the cemetery, where the dead are honored with marimba music, bombas
(bags of gunpowder set off from canisters), and various other offerings, such
as tortillas, sections of oranges, cuxa (a locally produced alcoholic bever-
age), quetzalteca (a popular commercially produced sugar-based alcohol),
flowers, candles, and beer.

The fiesta is the time for Todosanteros to show off new clothing, hand-
woven by the women, as a testimony to prosperity and innovation. In the past,
riders wore their best clothes, with red bandannas tied around their heads and
over their mouths. While the teams of riders still frequently wear the hats
bedecked with ribbons and streamers that Oakes (1951: 210) reported seeing
in the 1940s, today men and women judge one another’s clothing in terms of
innovative weaving techniques, imaginative additions, original color combi-
nations, and interpretations of older styles (Hendrickson, 1995).2 The men
who participate in the running of the horses often add some sort of personal
touch to their ensembles for luck, to differentiate themselves, or both: a
favorite leather jacket, a special pair of cowboy boots, or a Stetson-style hat
rather than the woven straw hat with the colored leather band identified with
the town. In 1999 one young Todosantero rode back and forth on his horse
attired in a denim jacket, the back emblazoned with a large raised U.S. flag, a
Stars-and-Stripes bandanna around his head, and a full-sized U.S. flag flung
across his shoulders. In choosing to wear this ensemble during the most pub-
lic spectacle of an occasion in which clothes are important, he distinguished
himself, followed a popular fashion trend in the U.S.A. that year involving
the flag, and made a statement about the terms of his participation in this
event and about changing perceptions of migration. Local commentary on
this unique outfit was both playful, respectful of the role that this young man
had taken on in the fiesta, and suggestive of a level of support and recognition
of the role of migration in contemporary life.

Once the end result of or itself an act of transgression, wage-labor migra-
tion to the United States is now widespread and deeply influential socially
and economically in many Mayan communities. As distinctions are increas-
ingly blurred between legal and illegal status and between early migrants
who left Todos Santos in the late 1980s amidst a climate of fear and distrust
sown during the 36-year civil war and those who went later, migrants have
become local heroes and role models as well as new arbiters of style and
consumption.
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The flag-draped Todosantero was visiting Todos Santos briefly, had
money, and was willing to spend it to engage in an act of community
solidarity—participation in the corrida—that simultaneously reinforced his
memories of and nostalgia for community. His presence and appearance also
suggested that a major and visually memorable role in a special event
concretized his affiliations and his membership in a community that increas-
ingly crosses different kinds of spatial, social, and economic borders, social
realities, and disparate experiences, all the while extending the limits of
inclusion and belonging.

I use this narrative about one Todosantero (the only one I have seen
dressed in such a way) to highlight the experience of men and women who
return to their home villages with new life experiences and new sets of
knowledge to bring to the arena in which notions of community and family
are negotiated. These are actively expressed in the fiesta, changing the char-
acter and meaning of social, historic, and traditional relationships and sub-
versions inherent in this special annual event. Traditions and practices asso-
ciated with the fiesta are central to processes of culture, identity, and
community and tie people in complex ways to a significant past. Shifting
modes of participation indicate how migrants and those who remain in the
village are embedded in changing capitalist relations, histories of war, vio-
lence, and post–Peace Accords initiatives and the political and economic
marginalization they are subject to in both Guatemala and the U.S.A.

The fiesta provides an annual opportunity to examine how the re-visioning
and reaffirmation of community emphasize the ways in which it is imagined
from places beyond regional and national borders. Notions of belonging,
exclusion, and inclusion are contested and refigured in Todos Santos and
among groups of Todosanteros in Grand Rapids, Michigan, in Cancún, Mex-
ico, and in Guatemala City. A particular quality of social experiences and
relationships (Williams, 1977) underlies a common past as well an increas-
ingly differentiated present.

The intensification of wage-labor migration and the role it plays in the
persistence of traditional fiesta practices and rituals is particularly notable in
a Mayan municipality that has frequently been referred to in popular guide-
books as the kind of place where time has stopped and the Mayan calendar is
still in use. Wage-labor migration to the United States, hardly “traditional” or
“authentic,” may in fact be among the most important factors in maintaining
certain practices of a common past.

Choices made by migrants regarding fiesta participation make clear the
importance of both concretizing alliances and publicly enacting member-
ship. In contrast to individuals and groups concerned with Pan-Mayanist
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efforts (see Fischer, 2001; Fischer and McKenna Brown, 1996; Warren,
1998) to supplant community and linguistic group affiliations with a broader
Indian identity (Fischer, 2001: 116), migrants in Todos Santos are interested
in perpetuating the very local from transnational locations. Both migrants
and Pan-Mayanists effectively claim historical legitimacy and authenticity.
However, in the multiplicity of Mayan voices (Montejo, 2002) that seek to be
heard in Guatemala today, while the role of the Pan-Mayanists is well docu-
mented, the importance of migrants as sociocultural as well as economic
actors remains underexplored. Central to one substantive accord,3 for exam-
ple, has been the promotion of a “culture of peace,” including the promotion
of cultural identity. The end result is that the state ideally searches for “a cul-
ture,” a series of practices to support or revitalize or a set of practices that can
be used to represent the whole of a multicultural nation (see Burrell, 2005, for
further discussion). Migrants actively support a set of cultural practices
around the fiesta but do so to represent their own continued roles in their
communities.

While migrant interventions may inadvertently contribute to transitional
state goals, the terrain of the fiesta is at the same time an arena of local strug-
gle and conflict. Individuals may use both participation in particular fiesta
customs and the way in which the fiesta brings community members together
to settle or to engage in disputes with one another and with outsiders.4 This
aspect of the fiesta and fiesta participation situates community not only at the
crossroads of shared interests and identity but also in terms of local, national,
and transnational discord.

MIGRATORY EXPERIENCES

Over the course of the past decade, migration to the United States has
become commonplace in Todos Santos, as it has in other parts of Guatemala,
Mexico, and Central America. For Todosanteros, however, the numbers of
people leaving have recently increased to the point that almost one-third of
the population of this rural and mountainous municipality resides in the
United States—a phenomenon that Binford (1998) refers to as accelerated
migration. Few jobs, modest salaries, and increased prices for land and the
construction of houses as a result of migration have created a situation in
which many young men—and, increasingly, young women—feel as though
their only opportunity to secure a future for themselves and their children is
to work in the United States.

Most migrants from Todos Santos find work in seasonal agriculture, land-
scaping, technology and furniture piecework, or poultry and meat process-
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ing. Others work as domestics in Guatemala City or in hotels and restaurants
in Cancún. Many young people now leave for the United States shortly after
finishing their secondary school studies, and coyotes (transporters, often
local men, who escort groups of undocumented immigrants to the U.S. bor-
der with Mexico and sometimes over the border) leave from Todos Santos up
to several times a week during the busiest times of the year.5

Wage-labor migration is not new in Guatemala,6 nor is it new to Todo-
santeros. By the 1940s, according to Oakes (1951), Todosanteros had already
been working on the large coastal plantations for decades, and they were still
doing so in the 1980s, as illustrated in the films of Olivia Carrescia (1982,
1989).7 Oakes (1951: 209) comments that plantation agents roamed the
streets during the fiesta she attended in 1947, looking for drunken victims to
sign up for work. Bossen (1984: 66) notes that in the 1970s villagers
remarked that seasonal migration was so widespread that the whole popula-
tion was present only in late October, for the harvest and the fiesta, and at
Easter time. Data collected by Bossen (1984: 68) in the mid-1970s support
the fact that seasonal wage migration at that time was nearly as prevalent as
migration to the United States is now, with 28 percent of rural women, 50 per-
cent of rural men, and 23 percent of urban women and men traveling to the
plantations each year.8

The civil war further disrupted local patterns of work and labor possibili-
ties for many Todosanteros. During the early 1980s curfews were imposed
that made it difficult to work in the milpas, and the army burned many culti-
vated fields. Mandatory service in civil patrols meant that wage-labor migra-
tion outside of the village required arrangements to pay for replacements or
increased reliance on male family members. Others who had fled to refugee
camps or nearby cities in Guatemala took whatever work they could find: in
restaurants, as porters, and as domestic help. While some Todosanteros trav-
eled to the United States by the mid-1980s, most families did not have the
economic resources to send members, and few coyotes existed during those
years to help people across the border. Many of those who managed to cross
the border initially went to Florida and California, where they joined thou-
sands of other refugees in competing for day labor.

What is novel about the contemporary trend of migration is the increasing
distance that people travel for work, the borders they must cross to find it, and
the interventions they make in community life to concretize belonging and
identity while continuing to live transnationally. Todos Santos has in many
ways become a transnational village as defined by Levitt (2000: 7): a large
proportion of a relatively small community has left and resettled in nearly the
same place in the United States; those still in Todos Santos depend on remit-
tances; migrants and nonmigrants know each other and each other’s families
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well; as a result, there is a clear sense of bounded solidarity and a network that
monitors social interactions. Despite a drain of middle-aged and younger
people, a crucial difference between Todos Santos and other such places in
the region is that Todos Santos seems locally flourishing and vibrant, with a
largely localized but highly developed institutional bridge between home and
migrant communities. While tourism is at least somewhat responsible for
this, the remittances, construction, shops, telephones, and new transport
companies resulting from migration have not only improved the quality of
life for many in the home village but also cemented migrants’ long-term con-
nections to Todos Santos and their intent to return to it. Literally and meta-
phorically, the increasingly built-up center is concrete testimony of how
migration has affected the physical landscape.9

The unintended costs of migration are subtler. Women effectively head
many households in the absence of men, something that had occurred in
Todos Santos, albeit to a lesser degree, when the war left many women wid-
owed.10 This situation has brought about changes in the way in which men
and women relate to each other in general, shifts in gendered divisions of
labor both in households and at the level of the municipality, and a gradual
movement toward encompassing different kinds of social situations and rela-
tions. The meaning of this loss of the traditional family and family life, cen-
tral to social relations among the Maya, will become increasingly clear as a
generation of children raised without fathers or, increasingly, without both
parents reaches adulthood.

Recently, women have been migrating almost as frequently as men, leav-
ing their children with grandparents, sisters, or hired women. As a result,
both men and women are renegotiating the role of parenthood. When these
parents return for the fiesta, they have a condensed relationship with their
children. With little time and high emotional expectations, the one thing they
can do is spend money. The character of this relationship at the fiesta has
fueled increasingly bigger and more expensive video and carnival games,
Ferris wheels, and temporary movie halls where tapes of films are shown at
volumes so high that they can be heard in surrounding aldeas. For some of
these migrant parents and their children who remain in Todos Santos, the
activity that they can most comfortably engage in together is watching and
discussing the latest violent action film. Children in this position aspire to the
life led by their parents, who often insist that they finish school first before
making the journey to the United States. Much like the brutal journey across
borders, the liminality of living as an undocumented worker, the drastically
reduced quality of life, and the cruel and often demeaning ways in which
migrants are treated are social costs that remain unspoken.
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CHANGING PERCEPTIONS OF MIGRATION

In spite of or perhaps because of these costs, Todosanteros are rethinking
the meaning of family and migration. This process is best illustrated by two
migrants’ own words, bracketing the decade in which wage-labor migration
has touched the lives of almost all Todosanteros. In the early 1990s, when
there were few Todosanteros in the United States, one young man, Gregorio
Gerónimo, who first traveled to the United States in the late 1980s, com-
mented on his experience as a wage-labor migrant in the following way
(Carrescia, 1994):

Up here, I have all this stuff, you know. The problem is just being by myself. In
Todos Santos and Guatemala, we spend more time with the family together.
My mother—she’s crying. It’s like, “He’s dead” [referring to himself]. If noth-
ing happened, no problem with the army, the guerrillas, we don’t worry about
money, we’re happy to be together. But comes the problem. Big destruction.
They kill the family. That’s the army. “Hey,” they say, “you’re Indian. What are
you doing here? What do you want?” Here, you see, you’re independent, you
see, you walk wherever you want. Nobody’s bothering you. They still have the
patrullo civil in Todos Santos, because it’s the same thing. The changes with
the government, you know, we have new government, new president, but
they’re still killing like before. It’s not like ’84, ’82, but it’s not a good life.

While Gregorio commented on the damage and sadness inspired by his own
migration and recognized that political and structural violence had damaged
his family, by the mid-1990s there was a sense that family and community
were in the United States already and that independence from the intergen-
erational family and social ties that bound one locally—especially in the case
of women—was something useful. In this 1996 quote from a woman who
was left in Todos Santos with her own three children, two of her sister’s, and,
eventually, four of her brother’s, a new sense of family and possibility in the
wake of more than a decade of migration emerges:

My sister lives in Michigan. She earns her own money there. She built this
house. But her children are here. She misses them but she has to work. . . . The
life of women here in Todos Santos is very difficult, very difficult. There’s
nothing for me here, [only] weaving, cooking, the children, errands, but there, I
can live with my brothers and sister and work to earn my own money. Then, I
can build my house. I am going to return to be with my children, but I can live
there for a few years and they [my brothers and sisters] will help me to find
work. My children will have a better life if I go, and my life will be easier.

This gendered perspective acknowledges that there is family outside the
physical space of Todos Santos and that by migrating one can legitimately



escape from overburdened or overregimented lives, parents’ homes, strict
social control, and responsibility for one’s own children and those of siblings
by migrating. Without a husband and with children to care for, to this woman
the United States represented a place that was no longer lonely but a tempo-
rary refuge from the various responsibilities that had been heaped on her as a
result of the absence of her siblings.

Women’s migration, far from mirroring the migration of men, takes on a
character of its own, concentrated on their roles in transnational household
economies. Migration, as the words of these individuals demonstrate, moved
in a decade from a desperate necessity for the livelihood of one’s family or a
political necessity to a choice and a social mechanism reflecting contempo-
rary global processes on the local level. Households and extended kinship
connections themselves are now part of transnational social networks that
increasingly widen the possibilities for individual choice.

More worrisome to some Todosanteros is the use of migration as a way of
avoiding local responsibilities, conflicts, and disputes. For example, in a
number of cases men have left behind pregnant women whom they refuse to
acknowledge or support. In another case, a couple of men who were wanted
for questioning after lynchings left immediately for the United States (see
Burrell, n.d.). One community leader expressed concern over this: “Migra-
tion is now the vice of our people.”

Migration also puts other kinds of pressures on those who remain in the
village. Other aspects of what migration has wrought locally—increased
social differentiation and class stratification between those who migrate and
those who remain in the village, lack of possibilities for those who stay,
increased prices for land and for construction of new houses, more local
crime—mean that migration is now claiming some of the best-educated and
most productive members of the community. People who have been central
to community life must leave if they are to create opportunities for them-
selves and their children. Recently, so many local Mam/Spanish bilingual
teachers were in the United States that young monolingual graduates from
Huehuetenango, the departmental capital, were coming to teach these classes.
Teachers cite the impossibility of saving or improving one’s life on their sala-
ries, an observation supported by massive teachers’ strikes in Guatemala in
the first half of 2003.

SOCIAL NETWORKS AND RELATIONSHIPS

As more people migrate to Grand Rapids or Oakland or Boston, much of
what they think of as community comes increasingly from their experiences
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with other Todosanteros in the United States with whom they share nostalgia,
memories, social gatherings, and gossip. In established communities in the
United States, Todosanteros speak Mam with each other and wear the cloth-
ing particular to their town when they gather. These are powerful tools of the
idiom of community. Todosanteros in the United States share a perception of
common experience, including the difficulties of arriving, settling, and find-
ing work while maintaining contact with their families at home, that is not
necessarily preempted by internal differences. This perception, following
Gavin Smith (1999: 206), is fitted first into a context of particular local strug-
gle and then into a wider field of conflict that provides the possibilities, idi-
oms, and opportunities for local expression. Whenever they gather in Grand
Rapids for soccer games or send money and gifts home for the fiesta,
migrants share a form of knowledge and a way of expressing it that comes
from the direct extension of local experience and what Raymond Williams
calls “intimate culture” to a wider, transnational field.

Even as the idiom of community is reinforced through contact with other
Todosanteros in the United States, these communities have also become
additional forums for addressing intracommunal or intrafamilial disagree-
ments, disputes, conflicts, and struggles that are sustained in multisited and
increasingly more complex ways. While these most often erupt over the
kinds of things Maya have struggled over for generations—land, politics, and
access to resources—they assume new resonance as they are filtered through
the lens of migration. Because many conflicts emerge from a concern that
migrants act according to community norms and show respect for local hier-
archies and power structures, fiesta participation gains added importance as
an acceptable and accessible way for migrants to dismiss this anxiety.

More recently, conflicts have been intergenerational in nature, arising
especially in relation to local problems with gangs, which include some
young men who have worked in the United States and others who have family
members who have done so. For example, one young man, nearly lynched in
Todos Santos in 1997 ostensibly for activities related to his alleged leader-
ship of a local gang, was stabbed during a bar fight in Michigan. After recov-
ering in a U.S. hospital, he returned to Todos Santos, resuming the type of
behavior that had supposedly led to these problems.11 His nemesis, who
allegedly headed a second gang operating out of the town, was deported from
the United States after committing a petty crime in relation to their struggle.

People also continue to observe the differences that they lived in Todos
Santos. As far as the fiesta is concerned, if they cannot be physically present,
they send decorations for their cantones (neighborhoods) in addition to video
cameras, videotapes, Instamatics, and film for recording all of the major
events in which their family members and friends participate for viewing
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later in the United States. Families that have nursed intergenerational dis-
putes in Todos Santos continue to hold these grudges in the United States and
may settle in different communities. However, now anchored at multiple
sites, migrants are united at least partially through shared interest in what
goes on at home. Accordingly, other kinds of distinctions that may have sepa-
rated people in home communities—Maya and Ladino, urban and rural-
based, Todosanteros and residents of neighboring villages—are sometimes
erased.

The fact that migrants move back and forth with various kinds of emo-
tional and physical baggage and that the fiesta incorporates spaces for their
participation makes community something that continues to be relevant and
central for them. This, I argue, is central to the fact that wage-labor migration,
even if it lasts for decades, is always considered temporary. The comment of
one man encapsulates this sentiment: “This pueblo [Todos Santos] is where I
have my roots and my future.”

SUBVERSIONS, CRITIQUES, AND
AUTHENTICITIES IN FIESTA CELEBRATIONS

The ways in which migrants selectively remember the past in order to
shape their present in often hostile circumstances and suboptimal living
conditions emphasize community and a strong sense of place. However,
migrants are in constant dialogue with their families and other people in their
village, who respond to them from a different set of recent experiences and
histories. In this sense, migrants’selective memories of community and daily
life are also bounded by their ongoing dialogues and relationships with their
families and friends in and from Todos Santos. Therefore, their return visits
are crucial. Their central concern is affirming their own roles within a com-
munity in which they no longer experience everyday life and validating how
and what they remember.

The everyday quality of life in factories and fields of Oakland, Florida,
and Boston reinforces the ideas and expectations that migrants have about
community and belonging. Nostalgia is about the remembered flows and
rhythms of past daily life. It is about memories of a common past patterned
by the exigencies of contemporary life. These memories compete and are
contested in relation to their authenticity in the arena where ideas about and
terms of inclusion and belonging are shaped and reshaped. In this arena, pri-
orities are reordered and classifications are reworked in order to incorporate
increasing social and economic differentiation and broader experience.
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Subversions of everyday life and relationships have historically provided
a release from the daily petty humiliation, degradation, and domination
imposed by the state, the church, and hierarchies of race, ethnicity, gender,
and class, changing the typical order of things. During the fiesta and built into
its central events is a suspension of the kinds of hierarchies that people live
with and the power that they struggle against. However, that usual order, as
part of the everyday, is now sometimes embraced by migrants, since it is part
of the shared and authentic past. Money and experiences of migration have
changed the local cast of much of the petty economic domination, and the
ethnic hierarchy that placed Maya on the bottom is less rigid in Todos Santos
now as a result of Ladino flight during the war and such other socioeconomic
factors as tourism and NGO funding that privileges indigenous over Ladino
Todosanteros.12 Many migrants are relatively sophisticated as a result of liv-
ing within different systems of power and struggle and are wealthy by local
standards. Nevertheless, because history is a common denominator and con-
sidered authentic, it is powerful. There is efficacy in the way the ancestors did
things, even though contexts have changed. Because certain practices and
customs are understood as authentic, it makes sense to migrants to align
themselves with these and perpetuate them. Therefore, former subversions
have shifted to authenticating moves for migrants that are powerful not in
terms of reversing what happens in the everyday but because they are a direct
link to a shared past. As a result, certain customs and practices themselves,
like the corrida or the Dance of the Conquistadors, become sites of contest-
ation, especially with respect to material culture, as it is the most accessible
for interventions in terms of authenticity and memory.

Under these circumstances, everyday social relations themselves, along
with the networks of power in which they are embedded, are transformed into
something desirable and even prestigious. The pleasure of sitting down and
eating with the family, drinking beers with buddies in the cantinas, strutting
around in a new set of clothes that one’s mother has woven while wearing
new Nike sneakers or cowboy boots, and buying eggs from the man blamed
for injuring one’s uncle in a drunken brawl all fulfill the yearning for the
everyday experience of the present and the past. And yet, these are precisely
the experiences that migrants can barely apprehend as guests on short visits.
Instead, special meals are cooked for them every day with a rotating cast of
family, neighbors, and other visitors, they are obliged to invite friends to
cantinas for beers, and in the constant whirlwind of activity there is no oppor-
tunity to slip into the rhythm of quiet work in the milpa or commune with the
spirits of ancestors.

Although the All Saints Day fiesta in Todos Santos is nominally associ-
ated with church holidays, the spectacle of it is largely outside the realm of
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the church. In addition, there are holidays in North America and Mexico
(Halloween and Day of the Dead) around the same time, and material aspects
of these (orange plastic pumpkins and elaborate skull candies) have now per-
meated the fiesta in Todos Santos. This supports the idea that authenticity is
of particular importance to the migrants who return to celebrate with their
friends and families.

CORRIDA

The corrida was formerly referred to as the corrida de gallos, “the rooster
race” (cf. Oakes, 1951: 209). Live roosters were tied by their feet to two ropes
stretched across the road, and as teams of riders passed this point on their
horses they competed to see how many chicken heads they could pull off.
While the rooster aspect has now been minimized, some riders still observe it
during the last half hour of the corrida.

The corrida is sometimes described as a re-creation of the arrival of the
invading Spaniards in the valley of Todos Santos: drunken, screaming, with
boots on their feet, swords in their belts, and feathers in their hats. The Guate-
malans who claim ancestry from these Spaniards, called Ladinos, happen to
be the owners of the horses that are rented for the corrida. On the afternoon of
October 31, the horses arrive in town from the primarily Ladino town of
Chiantla at the foot of the Cuchumatanes. It is a festive moment, and people
gather along the main street to watch. The horses are driven to the center of
town, and the participants in the corrida come to take them home.

The Ladino owner of a horse ridden in the corrida is historically an hon-
ored figure in the fiesta pantheon of participants in the event. He and his fam-
ily live with the rider and his family for at least two days, are special guests at
all meals, and are served the best food and drinks. On the night before the
corrida, as the teams of riders (usually of up to 14 men) dance to the marimba,
drink, and smoke while dressing and preparing for their ride the following
morning, the horse owner may also be present. Dressing for the corrida is
extremely ceremonial, largely because high levels of alcohol consumption
turn it from an event of skill or showmanship to one of luck and chance—
under such circumstances, a misplaced machete, it is believed, could make
the difference between life and death, a good experience and a negative one.
A horse owner may be invited to help in this task, depending on the individual
beliefs of the riders. The owners of the horses are offered special places from
which to view the corrida and are escorted by the wives and families of the
riders. Formerly, part of this relationship was respect that Maya paid to
Ladinos in an ethnic hierarchy in which Maya were on the bottom. It was a
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way of thanking the Ladinos for renting their horses to Maya and for attend-
ing the corrida. Another aspect was economic: a horse was a huge expense for
an agricultural worker or day laborer, who might not earn the equivalent in an
entire year. As a result, the Ladino owner of the horse and his family were
treated graciously and generously as honored guests in an attempt to cushion
the blow if anything happened to the horse or the rider. If there was trouble
with the horse, it would be a long time before the Todosanteros would be able
to replace it. If the man died and the horse survived, his family would have
difficulty paying off the rental. As one Todosantero commented, “If the two
[the horse and the man] die, it’s better. If only one of them dies, there’s
trouble.”

Transnationalism, however, has a way of evening out some hierarchies
even as it creates others. Relative to historical ethnic hierarchies, as I have
pointed out, the riders are well-off by local standards. Most of them could
easily buy several horses if they desired. Although the economic basis for
honoring the Ladino owner has long since passed, maintaining this custom is
preserving an active link to a shared past and is an authentic act amidst a sea
of change. By observing this relationship a migrant who lives in the United
States full-time and has children who have not learned Mam (his parents’lan-
guage) can feel as though he is having the same experience as his grandfather
had 50 years ago. The prestige of the past authenticates the present. From the
vantage point of shared migration experiences, respecting and perpetuating
these kinds of relationships may function as a means for Ladinos to gain
access to local networks and privileges, concretizing contemporary political
and economic relationships.

Formerly, riders received a spiritual calling to take part in the corrida and
would gather with a captain in whose house meetings, preparations, and fes-
tivities took place.13 Although some still claim to receive a spiritual calling,
when asked why they participate men are more likely to answer, “for my
community/town.”14 Because many of the participants are migrants, what
this means these days seems, as I have argued, to be wrapped up in the con-
cern with the maintenance of community across borders, experiences, and
increasing social and economic differentiation. While teams have generally
been organized by kin groups and composed of family members and/or peo-
ple who live in the same cantón or barrio, now they include men who have set-
tled in the same community in the United States, who may also be kin or
neighbors. Todosanteros now meet in bars in the Latino barrios of U.S. cities
and discuss their impending participation in the corrida, making plans and
sending money to the women who support them in their home community
(wives, sisters, daughters) to begin the preparations. Recently, if men are
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unable to attend, they will finance sons’, brothers’, or other relatives’partici-
pation in the corrida.

Mesoamericanists have historically commented on the leveling or equal-
izing function of these fiestas; individuals can never get too far ahead eco-
nomically before they are called upon to divert substantial resources to fiestas
or other community celebrations or practices (Cancian, 1992; Brintnall,
1979; W. Smith, 1977). Migration twists the meaning of these expenditures
in new ways: the role of financial equalization is reduced, but expenditures
are now more significant socially—that is, a role for a migrant may be seen as
concrete proof of one’s continued alliance with and desire to belong to the
community, honoring a common past while seeking to create building blocks
for a shared future.

THE BAILE DE LOS CONQUISTADORES

The Baile de los Conquistadores (Dance of the Conquerors) was histori-
cally performed during the two main days of the fiesta and a month later, at
the beginning of December. Two teams of 20 individuals, including one
woman and one girl, each ideally dance. The version danced in Todos Santos
is distinguished by a “dog” character. The dance mocks and critiques the
plantation or hacienda system and the hierarchy of owners, overseers, fore-
men, their wives, their treating the animals better than the workers, and so on.
The dancers wear elaborate costumes representing the ornate clothing of the
Spanish invaders and white-faced, blue-eyed masks with blond hair. In this
dance white people in general as well as Ladinos are ridiculed and made the
butt of jokes; hierarchies of plantation authority and race are reversed. Only
during this dance could Todosanteros mock the systems of economic domi-
nation that imprisoned them for the rest of the year. The dance took on a par-
ticularly wrenching significance during the years when many men had taken
cash advances from plantation agents in order to celebrate the fiesta and
would be loaded into trucks several days later to begin a period of grueling
and low-paid work from which they would be lucky to bring home enough
money to feed their families for the rest of the year and pay off their debts.
This was the case until well into the 1980s, as documented by Carrescia
(1982; 1989) and Bossen (1984). These days, the dance no longer reflects the
dominant work experience of most Todosanteros, although some of the kinds
of hierarchies mocked may be prevalent in their working lives. In lieu of
heading off to the coastal plantations to pick cotton or coffee, now Todo-
santeros are more likely to arrange for a coyote to take them to the United
States. Another aspect of the dance is that it is a group activity that ideally
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spans a period of four to six months including preparations, practicing intri-
cate steps, traveling together to rent costumes, and so forth. This time frame
means that migrants cannot easily participate.

In 1997 the dance was not performed because no one wanted to take on the
expense of costume rental. That year people commented to me that the lack of
a dance saddened them, as it was a poignant reminder of la violencia, when
Todosanteros had neither the heart nor the money to perform it. In 1999 a
donation of costumes was made by a national cultural preservation organiza-
tion, and without the burden of rental there was a revalidation of customs
around costuming that had not been practiced in years.15 Without this
expense, people were willing to dance, but participating in a team of dancers
was not necessarily seen or experienced as a sacred calling that people
received and prepared for together throughout the year. One woman remark-
ed that other Todosanteros she worked with disapproved of her participation
in the dance. For these kinds of reasons, and with more money than time,
migrants can generate more prestige from participation in the corrida. During
the fiestas of 2000 and 2001, the dance was performed as the project of a resi-
dent community leader interested in cultural revitalization. In 2002 he chose
instead to participate in the corrida, and the dance was not performed.

In considering the fiesta as a site where changing labor struggles and
transnationalized work experiences are expressed, I have emphasized the
strategic employment of authenticity and the power of nostalgia as essential
to pursuing continued community identity and belonging. Embedded in this
quest is the potential for substantial local political power. Todosanteros who
are capable of bridging the narratives and practices of the past with visions of
a shared future that encompass wage-labor migration experiences that now
touch all Todosanteros hold considerable power. Seen in this way, the stakes
involved in migrant participation in fiesta practices are significant. As
migrants increasingly enter the local political landscape, the ongoing ties
they have maintained with community and the shared memory of their
participation become critically important.

CONCLUSIONS: THE LOCAL, THE NATIONAL, AND THE
TRANSNATIONAL IN THE FIESTA

While wage-migration experiences in the United States are now part of
academic and popular discourses and debates, migrant experiences in their
towns of origin, particularly their cultural interventions, have received less
attention. I have argued that understanding this aspect of migration is central
to exploring strategies for and meanings of the maintenance of community
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and understanding the fluidity of power, politics, and conflict across borders,
showing a wider range of migrant participation in cultural, political, and eco-
nomic life. Fiesta participation is a site for community building and for
envisioning shared pasts and futures.

Ethnographies of migration and migratory experiences shed light on both
the changing nature of political economy and the influence of transnational
experiences of late capitalism and the subsequent transformations in social
relations of production and reproduction on community, culture, and iden-
tity. Interventions in fiesta practices central to the imagining of community
are one way to assess these processes in various localities. As migrants fash-
ion transnational lives, households, and practices in attempts to concretize
local identities, they may become—inadvertently or not—actors as impor-
tant socioculturally as they are economically, fulfilling a crucial if unac-
knowledged role in the transitional state.

While I have used migrant participation in fiesta practices to comment on
local belonging, neoliberal policies also raise issues about national belong-
ing in which citizenship and the rights that it confers on or withholds from
individuals or groups contribute to significant incorporation or marginaliza-
tion. Migration has had the paradoxical effect of, on the one hand, bringing
migrants into the nexus of the state—passports and other substantiating
paperwork (Poole, 2004) are required for obtaining working papers in the
United States—and, on the other, removing them from national jurisdictions
and other networks of power. In this latter sense, they are in a unique position
to challenge local and national authority and power. However, as I have
shown, they may transcend differences and hierarchies of authority while
upholding practices that contribute to them or support former relationships of
power for reasons of authenticity, to strengthen connections with a common
past, and to build political capital for the future.

Referring to the particular juxtapositions that face anthropologists and
other cultural wanderers, Gavin Smith has commented on the phenomenon
of coming home and finding no home there, something that he claims
migrants do all the time. Breaking down the meaning of “home” into physical
and abstract parts, Smith (1999: xii) suggests that one may be tied to a space
and yet find it unrecognizable. The realm of material culture and of the fiesta
and the claiming and privileging of a shared past and an “authentic” set of
customs is one arena in which the cultural and physical upheaval inherent
in migration and transnationalism can be, if not circumvented, at least chan-
neled in mutually productive ways for migrants and for community members
who remain behind.
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NOTES

1. Mam is one of the four most widely spoken languages in Guatemala. In addition to refer-
ences to people who have gone elna, the word is also used to refer to the origin of mail, telephone
calls, telegrams, etc., that come from the United States.

2. Such innovations are frequently a commentary on the prosperity of one’s household. If a
woman is a good weaver and able to devote herself to creating new color combinations and
designs, her labor in other household sectors can be spared.

3. The substantive accords on the Identity and Rights of Indigenous Peoples and on Socio-
economic Aspects and the Land.

4. The role of alcohol consumption in fueling some of this must not be underestimated.
5. Most commonly, Todosanteros borrow money from relatives and/or moneylenders who

have already made the journey, usually between US$3,000 and $7,000, paying them back within
their first years of work in the United States.

6. The tradition of wage-labor migration is a long one for most Maya. By the time the Liberal
reforms of the 1870s introduced schemes to mobilize workers for the vast plantations on Guate-
mala’s coastal plain, forced labor for both the Spanish (in land and labor grants given to Spanish
conquerors and settlers) and the Ladino elites seemed to many Maya just one more aspect of
established custom (McCreery, 1994: 265). In fact, many Maya eventually worked on the planta-
tions to avoid having their land privatized—a situation that also had labor-extracting conse-
quences, as they would be forced to pay rent with their labor. Under General Jorge Ubico, an
intense struggle to control the rural populations’labor power ensued in the form of an overhaul of
the rural labor laws. Although ostensibly putting an end to such customs as debt servitude, the
payment of wage advances, and the restriction of the time workers would serve to work off a debt
to two years, new laws and the redefinitions they offered served to make things worse. Debt servi-
tude was replaced by a vagrancy law specifically intended for agriculture, and a “vagrant” was
defined as any man (women were not subject to the law) without sufficient property to provide an
“adequate” income, anyone who contracted for work on a plantation but failed to comply, and
anyone without a contract for agricultural labor who did not cultivate a certain amount of specific
crops each year, and few Maya had access to enough land to reach these goals (McCreery, 1994:
317). Subsequent clarification of this law taxed men in terms of labor days, and the majority of
indigenous men ended up owing between 100 and 150 days, which were recorded in an identity
booklet that all agricultural laborers were required to carry and in which employers would record
the number of days worked for wages. State control was also strengthened under Ubico, and
locally elected officials were replaced with state-appointed intendentes (cf. McCreery, 1994;
Handy, 1994). Old men in Todos Santos still speak of the forced labor they did at this time,
particularly on the railroad line constructed from the coast to Huehuetenango.

7. Carrescia shows people signing up with labor recruiters and later piling into the trucks that
would take them to the coast, especially in the days following the fiesta, when many people were
broke.

8. Approximately 20 families moved there full-time, returning for fiestas and sending their
teenaged children back to Todos Santos for secondary school (see Perera, 1989). In addition to
wage-labor migration, before and during the war Todosanteros were also moving to other places
in Guatemala to take advantage of land distribution, particularly in the Ixcán, in northern Guate-
mala (see Manz, 1988), and later, La Rochela, on the southern coast (Perera, 1989).

9. Census data indicate that between 1994 and 2002 the number of houses increased more
quickly (42 percent) than the population (36 percent), most notably in the rural areas of Todos
Santos. There has been a tremendous increase (65 percent) in the number of uninhabited houses
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in rural areas and only a 13 percent increase in the number of abandoned houses, probably indi-
cating that migrants are building houses they do not yet live in.

10. Between 1994 and 2000, when I conducted the bulk of my fieldwork, more of the woman-
headed households I encountered were the result of migration than the direct result of war. Cen-
sus data for 2002 indicates that 36 percent of urban households and 24 percent of rural house-
holds in Todos Santos are female-headed. The majority of these households specify that a partner
is living elsewhere, which in all likelihood indicates that men have migrated. These percentages
are consistent with estimates I made during my fieldwork. A peak in the number of widows
between the ages of 45 and 59 is probably related to deaths during the war.

11. This young man was killed by the national civil police (PNC). The circumstances sur-
rounding these actions are unclear.

12. Many businesses and buildings along the main street, almost entirely owned by Ladinos
prior to the 1980s, are now owned by indigenous families.

13. See Oakes (1951: 214–221) for a more in-depth discussion.
14. However, the sense of danger is also ever-present. For this reason, for example, some

teachers told me that they would not participate in the corrida. They perceived their roles in the
community as too valuable to take on this level of risk.

15. The captain put on his costume and, accompanied by a marimba, visited the house of each
dancer in turn. The dancers emerged from their houses fully attired, and all the team members
danced and drank.
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Abstract: The Altos de Chiantla in the Cuchumatán Mountains represents an economic 
and environmental anomaly compared with areas surrounding it in highland Guatemala 
and Mesoamerica in general.  For example, this cold and remote plateau region is 
dominated by sheep and potato production instead of maize, with maize being 
synonymous with surrounding Maya ethno-linguistic groups. Floristically, the area is also 
unique compared with surrounding areas. The Altos de Chiantla plateau is dominated by 
páramo grasslands and scattered groves of juniper, pines, and fir forests. Therefore, 
economically and environmentally, this area more resembles Andean South America as 
opposed to northern Central America. And while long-standing activities such as sheep 
ranching persist in this region; cultural, economic, and environmental changes are taking 
place. This paper discusses general landscape changes in this region, with an emphasis on 
the various impacts that modernization such as remittances and agricultural development 
projects have brought.  
Key words: Altos de Chiantla plateau; sheep ranching, potato farming, remittances.  
 

Introduction  

The Altos de Chiantla, a high plateau in Guatemala’s Sierra de los Cuchumatanes, 

presents a fascinating landscape anomaly compared with the surrounding areas in 

highland Guatemala and Mesoamerica in general (Figure 1).  In the first instance, this 

cold and remote plateau lies above the elevation limits of maize production, but supports 

several thousand rural Guatemalans. Maize cultivation and consumption is synonymous 
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with Maya culture throughout Mesoamerica. Instead, the people of the Altos de Chiantla 

region rely for their livelihoods on sheep and potatoes. In terms of natural flora, the area 

also presents several anomalies. The Altos de Chiantla plateau is dominated by páramo 

grasslands and scattered groves of juniper, pines, and fir forests found among rock 

outcrops and karst sinkholes (Figure 2). The páramo represents the most northern extent 

of this ecoregion in Central America. The Altos de Chiantla was also only one of two 

areas in Central America that were glaciated during the late Pleistocene, the other being 

the Cordillerra de Talamanca in Costa Rica (Lachniet 2004). As a result, culturally, 

economically, and environmentally, the area more resembles parts of Andean South 

America as opposed to northern Central America.  The uniqueness of the Altos de 

Chiantla has been commented on by scholars, travelers, and explorers for centuries 

(Sapper 1894; Termer 1927; Ricketson 1940; McBryde 1947).     

This paper presents an overview of landscape history, as well as landscape 

changes presently taking place in the Altos de Chiantla. This paper employs a political 

ecological conceptual framework to examine landscape change in the high Cuchumatanes 

Mountains in general and the Altos de Chiantla specifically. Political ecology is guided 

by the perspective, that to understand local environmental and cultural changes, one must 

expand the scale of inquiry to understand outside, larger-scale forces (i.e globalization) 

that influence local scale (see Zimmerer and Bassett 2003, Robbins 2004 for surveys of 

the field). The local landscape is not a passive actor in this situation, with change only 

emanating from “above.” Local cultures re-make and resist global influences (Scott 

1985), but in most instances, change, in various forms, is driven by outside factors such 

as regional, national, and global markets. Lawrence Levine notes that, culture (generally 
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speaking) is not a “fixed condition”, but instead “a process: the product of interaction 

between past and present” and as we discuss a product of the interaction between local 

and global (Levine 1978, cited in Cobb 1992:x). Similarly, local environments are not 

passive in the multi-scale process. Nature plays an active role in shaping human–

environmental dynamics, even in the face of global pressures (Zimmer and Bassett 2003). 

This is especially true in the Altos de Chiantla, where high elevations limit the choices 

local people have regarding land use practices.  

We interviewed 24 adult male residents for this paper using a standardized set of 

questions about land use, cultural, and economic changes in the area. We focused on a 

small number of individuals to draw out more details about landscape change. Most 

questions were open ended, leaving flexibility for the informant to answer as he wished. 

Sometimes females were present and contributed, but our conversations focused on males 

because of the controversy of males interviewing females in this conservative landscape 

(in some households). Combined, the authors have spent about 19 months in the field, 

much of it in the region discussed in the paper, over the past decade. Interviews were 

conducted in the field with farmers/ranchers in the summer of 2005, with follow up visits 

in individuals’ homes in January 2006 by the second author. Interviews took place in and 

around Chemal, Nimjul , Cinabal, San Nicolás, Quilén Novillo and Huito. This research 

is part of a larger interdisciplinary study which examines past and present cultural and 

environmental change in the Cuchumatanes by the authors and several other colleagues.  

A Unique Mesoamerican Environment  

From the Pan American Highway in western Guatemala, the Cuchumatanes 

Mountains loom in the distance, appearing as a great east-west running wall. As one 
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leaves the department capital Huehuetenango (1900 m.a.s.l.) and begins to travel up the 

steep wall along a switch back highway into the Cuchumatanes, Mesoamerica slowly 

recedes. Maize gives way to fields of wheat, oats, and eventually potatoes, while 

scattered groves of pines and juniper replace coffee farms and pine-oak mid-elevation 

forests. Eventually the road reaches the ridge top at La Capellanía, whereupon the 

landscape opens up as you enter páramo proper.   

A large ice cap, estimated to be some ~60 km2 in diameter covered the high Altos 

de Chiantla plateau during the late Pleistocene, resulting in modern complexes of 

boulder-studded moraines and outwash plains (Lachniet 2004) (Figure 3). As a result of 

the high elevation and geologic past, the floristic community also contributes to the 

making of this unique Mesoamerican landscape. The origin of the Cuchumatanes dates to 

the Cretaceous, forming an ancient core of Central America (Steyermark 1950).  

Steyermark (1950: 368) observes: “Upon these old rocks are found some of the most 

remarkable genera endemic to Guatemala…”  This high plateau is dominated by bunch 

grasses (Agrostit tolucensis) and groves of juniper (Juniperus standleyi), pines (Pinus 

hartwegii), remnant fir forests (Abies guatemalensis), along with scattered Agave hurteri, 

some planted on fence rows (Islebe et al. 1995).  While this open, grassy landscape, 

crowded with sheep, might not look unique in the Andes, the plateau is an outlier in 

Mesoamerica.   

During the past 400 years, and perhaps even earlier, humans have played an 

important role in shaping this environment. The environmental impact of large numbers 

of sheep and associated pasture burning on the plateau’s vegetation begs the question: 

how natural is the Altos de Chiantla plateau’s grasslands? Might the plateau’s grasslands 
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have been eventually replaced by trees during the Holocene as the earth warmed during 

the past 10,000 years? Given the glacial past and high elevation, obviously some natural 

alpine grassland existed prior the introduction of sheep in the early colonial period. But 

have sheep and also occasional pasture burning expanded the “range” of the plateau’s 

páramo grasslands in areas where trees might naturally occupy? According to elderly 

informants, trees were “more common” in the past, but how extensive is unknown. 

Twenty-two of our informants claimed trees were more noticeable and accessible in the 

past (the “past” varied, depending on their age). The human role in the creation of this 

ecoregion is an important and ongoing theme in páramo-related research throughout its 

range (Baslev and Luteyn 1991).   

Early Perceptions and Uses 

The Sierra de los Cuchumatanes in general and the high plateau specifically, 

remains little studied and therefore least understood pre-Columbian Maya landscapes in 

Mesoamerica (Lovell 2005). Little systematic historical and pre-historical human-

environmental research or archaeological work has taken place in the Cuchumatanes, and 

especially in the upper elevations (Smith and Kidder 1951; Lovell 2005). It is not clear as 

to why this highland region in Guatemala has long been neglected by archaeologists and 

other researchers, for at least 140 Maya archaeological sites in the area have been 

identified (Lovell 2005).   

It is unclear how Pre-Columbian peoples used and impacted the Altos de Chiantla 

plateau. If one examines maps indicating pre-Columbian sites and settlements on the eve 

of the Spanish conquest (see Lovell 2005), it is clear that the plateau area supported few 

permanent residents and no settlements of any significant size. But surely natives 
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exploited certain resources such as salt and firewood (Lovell, personal communication). 

Again though, the plateau appeared to have few if any permanent settlements. There are a 

few terraced areas on the plateau, but it is unclear their exact origin. According to 

informants, terraces date to the “old times”, which usually refers to the colonial era.  

It was not until the Spanish arrived that the high plateau became a commercially 

exploitable and desirable landscape. The Spanish introduced sheep and new varieties of 

potatoes, both perfectly adapted to the high plateau’s vegetation and boggy soils in the 

case of potatoes. After sheep were introduced, the plateau became a center for sheep 

production in colonial Central America (Lovell 1983, 2005). There has been a debate 

within geography and other disciplines about whether or not potatoes arrived in 

Mesoamerica before the Spanish via diffusion through the Central American isthmus. 

Were they indeed, introduced after the Conquest? McBryde (1947:140), in his classic 

study of the cultural geography of southwest Guatemala, claims that a desirable local 

potato, grown by farmers in Todos Santos (a Mam Maya town below the plateau to the 

west), was probably a pre-Columbian introduction. McBryde (1947) states that the 

potatoes grown by the Todos Santeros were more or less in a wild, weedy state. Perhaps 

nearby farmers traveled to and from the plateau and their potato fields from nearby towns 

such as Todos Santos, or they semi-propagated the weedy potato variety mentioned by 

McBryde (1947) near or in their maize fields at lower elevations. So possibly potato 

agriculture never evolved past collecting weedy potatoes on field margins. It seems likely 

that if potatoes were being grown on a large-scale, there would have been permanent 

settlements on the plateau when the Spanish arrived, or at least enough potato production 

that this activity would have been recorded by the Spanish. J.D. Sauer (1993) in his 
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Historical Geography of Crop Plants, as well as geographer and Andeanist Dan Gade 

believe that potatoes were a post-contact introduction (Sauer 1993:149; Gade, personal 

communication).   

Sheep production became the main economic activity on the Chiantla plateau by 

the 17th century and this economic importance of sheep ranching continues to this day 

(McBryde 1947; Lovell 2005). By the 17th century, tens of thousands of sheep grazed the 

Cuchumatán plateau. In fact, according to Lovell (2005), the Cuchumatán plateau 

contained some of the best pasture in Central America.  

Present-Day Changes and Global Linkages  

While the Altos de Chiantla have hardly remained cut-off from the outside world 

during the past 400 years, however, the area has remained one of the most isolated 

locations in Guatemala, and even Central America. In addition to spatial isolation of the 

plateau area, Guatemala is said to have retained a colonial economic, political, and 

cultural system longer than any other society in Central America (Paige 1997). Thus, this 

historic socioeconomic conservatism further contributed to the isolation of the Altos de 

Chiantla.   

However, while the Altos de Chiantla remains remote, it has been increasingly 

drawn into and impacted by the world economy through international migration and the 

remittances sent home by its former residents, agricultural intensification projects, 

modernization of its sheep economy during the past three decades, and a vastly improved 

road network. Likewise, Maya residents in the plateau area were drawn into and impacted 

by Guatemala’s 36-year civil war that ended in 1996.   
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 The Altos de Chiantla plateau is found in the department of Huehuetenango, 

although the Cuchumatán Mountains in their entirety stretch beyond this single 

department. Huehuetenango is predominantly a Maya region and stands as one of the 

most economically depressed departments in the country with over 93% of its population 

living in poverty (United Nations 1999). In addition to high levels of poverty, 

Huehuetenango experienced extreme violence during the 36-year civil war, especially in 

the early 1980s (Kobrak 2003). As a result of poverty, insecurity created by civil war, and 

continued subdivision of land into plots of below subsistence sizes, there has been a 

massive wave of out-migration from the department by individuals seeking brighter 

economic prospects and as a means to avoid violence. Every individual we interviewed 

had at least one family member who had left – usually bound for Guatemala City or the 

United States. In fact, of all the departments in Guatemala, with the exception of the 

Department of Guatemala (which includes Guatemala City), Huehuetenango has had the 

most people leave its towns and villages (Guatemala National Census 2002; Moran-

Taylor forthcoming) (Taylor et al. 2006).   

 In addition to the economic and cultural impacts of large numbers of often young 

people leaving the department, remittances sent back home have also impacted the Altos 

de Chiantla plateau area (see Jones 1995; Durand et al. 1996; Jokish 2002; Taylor et al. 

2006 for a discussion of the varied impact of remittances on development in Guatemala 

and elsewhere in Latin America).  Remittances have allowed families to alter the built 

environment and invest in agricultural modernization efforts. For example, new cinder 

block houses have sprung up even in the most remote areas of the plateau. All of our 

informants claimed that remittances had directly impacted their daily lives, usually 
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allowing them to expand or build homes. Although it is important to point out that while 

there are financial benefits, many complained that as more people leave, a family and 

general village suffers. It is stunning to return to a remote area after a two year or so 

absence, and instead of finding the traditional Maya house types that once existed, some 

with wooden shingle or grass roofs (Figure 4), one now finds two-story cinder block 

houses with corrugated roofs. One informant joked that by replacing the grass roof; he no 

longer “lives with the rats.” Many new and old homes alike also have electricity, which 

arrived in 2002-2003 (Taylor 2005). The conversion of traditional looking villages (based 

on house types) to villages with houses that contain new materials and styles has created 

a remittance landscape on and around the plateau (Figure 5). All informants had altered 

their houses in some fashion with remittance money, often creating a combination house-

type of both traditional and modern.  Many return migrants also purchase pick-up trucks.  

Private transport also allows potato and sheep farmers to command a better price for their 

products because they take the products to market rather than waiting for buyers to find 

their way out to rural homesteads. “With my truck, I no longer need the buses, or the 

buyers who make all the money, I keep more money now.” one informant told us.  

 Despite the changes that migration brings to the high plateau, the ways in which 

residents earn a living from the land remains little changed. Residents still produce the 

same products that their forefathers did - potatoes and sheep as the dominant products. 

All our informants were still involved in potato production, and 21 involved in sheep 

ranching (at various scales). The harsh environment of the high plateau in the 

Cuchumatanes simply cannot support other forms of agriculture.  
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 While sheep production has a long history in the high Cuchumatanes, 

modernization efforts have also impacted this industry in recent years.  In speaking with 

informants, several explained how they had imported new breeding stock from 

Wyoming, USA. The improved ewes bear several lambs thus increasing profits for 

owners who supply meat to the rest of the nation. While new breeding stock was 

considered desirable, only 10 of the 24 informants had incorporated it in their flocks. 

New technology is often closely guarded so as to provide a competitive advantage. Cost 

and availability were most often cited as reasons why shepherds had not purchased 

improved ewes. Residents also told us that there has been an increase in the demand for 

lamb and mutton given the growing national population in Guatemala, and the growing 

popularity of meat. Thus national population growth, often blamed in Guatemala for 

various environment problems such increased deforestation, is seen as a boom to the 

sheep industry. Wool also remains in demand within Guatemala, as it has for centuries, 

especially among artisan weavers such as those in the weaving center of Momostenago, a 

K'iche' Maya town. These same shepherds were optimistic about the future prospects of 

their industry. Soil erosion due to overgrazing has been noted as a serious problem in the 

Altos de Chiantla (Islebe et al. 1995), and it seems that growing demand for mutton will 

exasperate this problem. However, erosion was not mentioned as a concern among most 

informants. Twenty of our informants claimed they saw “little or no” increase in erosion 

during the past five years due to sheep ranching. The other five informants claimed that 

while erosion has increased, it was usually due to rain fluctuations and was short-term, 

rather than increased grazing pressure.  
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In addition to concerns over pasture degradation and associated soil erosion, the 

Altos de Chiantla forests have also been impacted by humans for centuries. Today, there 

are no large stands of intact high elevation forests on or near the plateau (Islebe 1993). 

The only significant stands of juniper, pine, or fir exist on steep slopes.  Local residents 

continue to harvest branches and cut entire trees for fuel wood, building materials, and 

pine resin (Islebe 1993). Electricity has reduced some of the pressure on forests 

resources, but its use is not widespread enough to have substantially curtailed wood 

harvesting (Taylor 2005). While informants didn’t appear to recognize increased soil 

erosion, all complained about the lack of forest products, especially firewood. As one 

elderly informant told us, “The trees are almost all gone now. Not like when I was a boy. 

This is very hard on the old people who are poor.” Another stated, “(development) 

agencies come and go, they waste money and time, why don’t they help people with the 

trees, with (lack of) firewood?” When asked to rank how important the forest (or lack 

thereof) issue is, 22 of 24 informants claimed that the scarcity of wood and other forests 

products was “very important” or “severe.”  

 Another indicator of the continued commitment to sheep ranching on the plateau 

is the maintenance of the intricate and expansive system of stone fencing. Hundreds (if 

not thousands) of miles of stone fences crisscross the plateau’s grasslands (Figure 6). 

According to local people, some of these fences are centuries old, tracing their origin to t 

when sheep were first introduced in early colonial times. Many of these walls contain a 

soil “pocket” on the top of the wall in which plants such as agave (Agave hurteri) are 

planted. We initially believed these stone walls would be giving way to wire fences as 

they crumbled and needed repairs. Similar to folk house types, traditional fencing often 
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departs from the landscape due to the influence of new materials. Yet, wherever we 

traveled on the plateau, people were investing the time and energy in repairing, 

maintaining, and even completely rebuilding their stone walls. Only one of our 24 

informants had partially converted to wire fencing. Modernization, in this case, did not 

mean replacing these structures with store-bought wire. Instead, people are taking great 

pains and pride to maintain these landscape features. One informant apply summed up 

this pride when he stated “These walls are part of the community, the people. Wouldn’t 

you take care of them too?” 

Conclusions 

 Upon initial observations by an outsider, it might appear that the Altos de 

Chiantla has undergone little change, not only in the past few decades, but perhaps even 

the past few centuries. For example, the area’s ethnic makeup remains overwhelmingly 

Maya, and sheep and potatoes dominate the agricultural economy, and have for centuries. 

However, when one examines the landscape more closely, changes are indeed taking 

place. Today, remittances sent back to the region by relatives working abroad are fueling 

a building boom. Traditional folk house-types are being replaced by cinder-block houses 

with electricity. Even the traditional Mam Maya chuj (sweat bath) is now made out of 

cinder blocks instead of local rock and a live sod roof. More and more pick-up trucks are 

to be seen, another indication of outside money flowing in. Remittances from migrants 

have also allowed local residents to invest in agricultural modernization projects, which 

may ultimately lead to further environmental degradation on the plateau.   

The Altos de Chiantla is at a historical crossroad. Greater contacts and connection 

with the outside world, accompanied by agricultural modernization projects, could lead to 
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a further abandonment of traditional cultural identities and increased environmental 

degradation. Or it may lead to local people taking stock in the uniqueness of their cultural 

and environmental landscape, which in turn might lead to greater investments in more 

sustainable resource-use practices (i.e. reforestation efforts).   

 However, even with the encroachment of the global economy and the infusion of 

cash and the changes this has brought, life on the Altos de Chiantla plateau is still 

dictated more by the movement of sheep, the seasonal variation of rains, and the potato 

harvest. While globalization is impacting this region, the region also continues to 

maintain its longstanding identity as one of the more distinctive landscapes within 

Mesoamerica.   

 Current and future research by the authors includes a palynology study of 

sediment cores taken from the Altos de Chiantla plateau which will shed light on past 

human impacts on vegetation, pre-Columbian forest cover, and possibly provide a 

chronology of when, more specifically, people and agriculture entered the landscape. In 

addition the authors’ research, studies that examine fuel wood consumption and range 

management in the high Cuchumantes will benefit the local population and answer 

questions regarding sustainability in this unique region.  
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Captions 

Figure 1 – Maps of the Cuchumatánes Region – cartography by Jeff La Frenierre 

Figure 2 - Typical landscape in the high Cuchumatanes Mountains – photo by Michael 

Steinberg 

Figure 3 – Former glaciated valley on the Altos Chiantla plateau – photo by Matthew 

Taylor 
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Figure 4 – New, two story house built with remittance money from the USA – photo by 

Matthew Taylor 

Figure 5 – Traditional house type in the high Cuchumatanes – photo by Michael 

Steinberg 

Figure 6 – Landscape scene showing extensive rock walls, first built in the colonial era – 

photo by Matthew Taylor 

 

  



 
 
 
San Mateo Ixtatan  
Far away from Huehue and the tourist masses, you can follow the road out to the rustic and scenic mountain 
town of San Mateo de Ixtatan. On the way, you pass through the village of Soloma, distinguished by its women 
wearing long, pristine white huipiles and necklaces made of gold-painted beads. San Mateo, at 2600 meters, is 
cold and often shrouded in mountain mist and is set on a point of land overlooking a long, rugged valley. This 
Chuj-maya speaking town is as isolated linguistically as it is geographically. Most of its neighbors speak the 
more pervasive Kanjobal Mayan language. The inhabitants still worship nature and consider the sun as their 
father and the moon as their mother, thus explaining the red sun patterns found on the traditional huipiles worn 
by women. Collectors prize the multi-colored, star-shaped designs woven in San Mateo. Adjacent to the village 
is an old mine still producing a black salt highly praised throughout the Cuchumatanes and Huehue for its 
medicinal properties. San Mateo is one of the most distant marketplaces reached by chicken bus in the 
Cuchumatan Mountains.  
 
Salt  
The salt of San Mateo Ixtatán has been mined for 2500 years.  In fact, the name "Ixtatán" is a variation of the 
Nahuatl (spoken by the Aztecs) word meaning "Place of Salt.," so this salt has an ancient history.  
The salt is available in two forms, white and black.  The black salt is roasted with corn over a wood fire until it 
becomes quite hard and black.  The black salt is highly prized and very flavorful.  San Mateo Ixtatán is also 
known as "la Tierra de la Sal Negra" or "The land of the black salt."  
There is a Chuj legend (The Mayans who live in San Mateo Ixtatán speak Chuj), which tells the story of two 
sisters who cook for their brother.  One was called K'a (bitter) and one was called Atz'am (salt).  K'a was jealous 
of Atz'am because the brother preferred  Atz'am's cooking.  So K'a spied on Atz'am and found that Atz'am was 
spitting in the food.  This enraged the brother and he hit her and caused her to bleed and cry bitterly.  She took 
herself off to Ch'ilon and cried and bled until the ground around her was covered with her blood and tears.  To 
this day salt water comes out of the ground in Ch'ilon, a neighborhood within the town limits of San Mateo 
Ixtatán.  
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Abstract This paper examines how civil war in

Guatemala created and destroyed community cohe-

sion, which, in turn, influences land use practices in

the frontier region of Ixcán today. The impact of civil

war on the environment and land use in this region

takes many forms. Some communities took refuge in

Mexico. Other communities refused to take refuge in

Mexico and also refused to submit to military rule.

These communities of ‘‘people in resistance’’ formed

highly cohesive units in order to evade military

detection. The lessons of cooperation and the high

levels of cohesion they developed during their years in

hiding have carried over to their successful manage-

ment of natural resources in post-conflict Guatemala.

Return refugees accumulated higher levels of cohe-

sion while in refuge because they often participated in

workshops organized and funded by outside relief

agencies. Higher levels of community cohesion have

allowed return refugee communities to better organize

and use their land in more sustainable ways. Other

communities did not flee and thus endured military

rule. They were forced out of their dispersed land

parcels into concentrated model villages. Concentra-

tion of community members forced intensive use of

the environment in the zone immediately surrounding

the new settlement. Often, distrust permeated these

occupied communities and community cohesion

dipped. Today, these low levels of community

cohesion lead to a lack of consensus on how to use

land and resources in the community. The overall goal

of the paper is to point out the community level

variation in the relationship between military actions,

community cohesion, and the environment.

Keywords Civil war � Guatemala �

Ixcán � Refugees

Introduction: war, livelihoods,

and the environment

Civil wars leave multiple and indelible scars, physical

and psychological, on civilians who are often tangled

in the conflict (Green 1999). Wars also take a heavy

toll on the environment and natural resources upon

which civilian populations often rely upon for their

survival. Studying the effects of conflict on natural

resources and the land base (i.e., land that people need

for survival) is important in a country like Guatemala

where over 60% of the population is directly tied to the

land and/or natural resources for their daily survival.

Guatemalans hold land close to their hearts because on

that land they grow maize, beans, and other subsis-

tence crops. War then, especially a war that restricts

access to land and natural resources, has a significant

impact on Guatemalans and Guatemala.

The effects of Guatemala’s 42 years of conflict

(1954 to 1996) on Guatemalans and their environment
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are still felt and seen today. Landscapes are shaped

through time and by many players (Lewis 1983;

Lowenthal 1985). This paper provides the details of

how war shaped, and continues to shape, people’s

livelihoods and, consequently, their use of the envi-

ronment. The examples for this paper are taken from

the Ixcán region of Guatemala that suffered some of

the most brutal blows of Guatemala’s insurgency and

counterinsurgency actions.

In presenting the examples from Ixcán, I not only

deal with the different ways in which the environ-

ment and use of the environment today was changed

by civil war, but how these changes were wrought by

groups of people who reacted differently to violence

in their midst. Their different reactions to civil war

are, in turn, a result of the unique history of each

community in the Ixcán region. This entails, then, an

examination of the settlement history of three repre-

sentative communities and then a further study of

how war ripped into these communities. Their

reaction, or survival tactic, resulted in a different

use of and impact on the environment upon which

each of these communities survived(s). In this paper I

argue that researchers must examine how war influ-

ences the cohesion of each community because, along

with community origins and history, war created,

destroyed, or transformed community cohesion.

Changes in community cohesion brought about

changes in land use, the stock of natural resources,

and the ways in which the environment is managed

today.

The effects of war on people and their environ-

ment are far from static. Livelihoods and

environments in Ixcán continue to evolve, but they

evolve heavily influenced by the war and its influence

on community cohesion and structure. To achieve the

goal of explaining changes in community cohesion

and how it relates to community-scale effects on the

environment, I first outline my methods. Then I

describe the settlement of Ixcán’s dense rainforests

from the early 1960s to the early 1980s and how these

communities became embroiled in the battle between

the Guatemalan military and revolutionary forces. I

then move on to present examples of war, community

cohesion, and environment in three Ixcán communi-

ties. I finish with a discussion of how we can and

should continue to examine the impacts of war at the

community scale if we want to better understand the

complex relationships between humans and their

environments, especially in the times of extreme

stress and pressure presented during wars.

Methods

To examine environmental and social realities in

rural Guatemala I completed 41 in-depth interviews

with 30 rural residents in the Ixcán communities of

San Lucas, Kaibil B’alam, and Primavera. These

interviews varied according to the informants’ age,

experiences, and expertise. For example, older resi-

dents felt more comfortable relating stories about

initial settlement, subsequent repression, and rebuild-

ing life today. Younger informants enthusiastically

related migration experiences and their adaptation to

life back in Guatemala after years of refuge in

Mexico.

For a more quantitative assessment of resources use

and views about how war changed Ixcán communities,

I completed 168 household surveys in three commu-

nities (San Lucas, Kaibil B’alam, and Primavera de

Ixcán) in the remote Ixcán municipio (equivalent to a

U.S. county) (Fig. 1). I conducted household surveys

after at least six months of intensive participant

observation, informal interviews, and in-depth inter-

views. This steady accumulation of knowledge

allowed me to construct valid survey instruments

(Bernard 1995). Some of the results of those surveys,

especially responses to questions about community

cohesion, are presented in this paper.

This research has taken place over the last six

years and I lived in the each of the study communities

for at least four months. Therefore, the statements I

make, that are backed up by in-depth interviews and

household surveys, are based on close connections

with the communities. I did not simply wander into

war-torn communities and ask them to tell me stories

of the past. As any good ethnographer should, I was

aware of inconsistencies in stories told to me about

changes in community cohesion. It is only through

time in a community, however, that a story of past

and present life emerges.

Ixcán land and history

In this section, I provide a brief history of settlement

of the once-forested region of Ixcán. This history is
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important because it shows the origins of different

communities in the region, which, in turn, helps

explain how cohesive communities were prior to

the conflict and why they reacted the way they did to

the war that engulfed their lives in the 1980s and

1990s.

Expelled from their communities in the Guatemalan

highlands by increasing population pressure on atom-

ized land parcels and returning from the dead end

alleys of the Green Revolution, smallholders sought a

new life in the forested lowlands of Ixcán. Prior to their

migration to Ixcán many settlers worked every year on

coffee or sugar plantations and desired liberation from

the drudgery of working another person’s land. Settlers

relate their escape from Guatemala’s despotic modes

of production in terms similar to those of ‘‘the great

exodus from Egypt, para salir de la esclavitud en que

vivimos (to escape the slavery in which we lived) and of

a journey to the Promised Land in the early 1970s’’

(Le Bot 1995, p. 123).

Using the words of settlers and a compilation of

secondary sources, I first present a history of Ixcán

that helps to explain the wide diversity of indigenous

and ladino (non-indigenous) communities and their

use of the environment. But first, I describe the land

Ixcán settlers inhabit.
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Ixcán: rain and rainforests

Ixcán is one of the most remote and least

developed regions of Guatemala. This patchwork

of forests and fields (1575 km2) occupies the

northernmost extremes of the departments (states)

of Quiché and Huehuetenango. The Mexican state

of Chiapas and the vast Lacandon Forest form the

northern border of the Ixcán municipio (county).

The southern limit of Ixcán abuts the 3000 m-high

Cuchumatán-Chamá mountain range. Rivers drain-

ing these mountains bound and flow through Ixcán.

The Ixcán and Chixoy Rivers form the western and

eastern boundaries of the municipio, respectively

(Fig. 1). Most of Ixcán lies below 400 m elevation.

Much of the land, however, is hilly with steep karst

slopes. Average temperature ranges between 25 and

28�C. Annual precipitation increases from

1,500 mm in the northeast of the region to

5,600 mm at the base of the Cuchumatán Moun-

tains. The area experiences a short ‘‘summer’’ (dry

season) in March and April.

The thin rainforest soils of Ixcán are extremely

susceptible to erosion upon removal of vegetation.

Only 16% of Ixcán contains fertile alluvial soils.

The rest of the area is made up of deeper oxisols

(38%), thin oxisols on moderate to steep slopes

(35%), and the remainder (11%) is comprised of

slopes too steep for cultivation (Garst 1993). Most

settlers cultivate corn, beans, and rice for subsis-

tence. Many settlers also cultivate cash crops like

coffee and cardamom (Elettaria cardamomum; a

valuable cash crop used in Indian cooking and in

Turkish coffee blends). Of the natural subtropical

humid forest that covered 100% of Ixcán in the

1960s, less than 50% remains (CHF 1999, UVG

2003). Clearing of land for cattle pasture is

increasingly common in Ixcán (see Taylor et al.

2006). Human population in Ixcán grew from a few

thousand in the 1960s to over 70,000 today. The

current growth rate, including migration, is 3.47%

(Naciones Unidas 2001).

Before I delve into a presentation of differing

resource use and settler adaptive strategies in the face

of war, I increase the understanding of these

landscapes by presenting a history of the region, a

history of concurrent colonization and guerrilla

warfare.

Settlement for survival: cooperatives, massacres,

and life beneath the trees

The history of settlement, oil exploration, guerilla

insurgency, state counterinsurgency, and the response

of the local population to war in their midst, played a

vital role in molding today’s landscape. Guatemala’s

rise in population over the last 50 years, continued

inequality of land distribution, and perpetual frag-

mentation of smallholdings led to documented

internal migration to forest frontiers beginning in

the 1960s (Handy 1984; Schwartz 1990). Later,

massive streams of migrants, on the order of 10%

of the population, headed to the United States (Taylor

et al. 2005). In addition to spontaneous internal

migration to the Petén and the Northern Transversal

Strip (which includes Ixcán), church-sponsored set-

tlement schemes in Guatemala’s unpopulated Ixcán

region began in the late 1960s and continued through

the mid 1970s (Manz 1988a ; CEIDEC 1990; Garst

1993). State organized and U.S. AID funded migrants

made their way to Ixcán in the early 1980s,

paradoxically, at a time when violence peaked in

the region (Dennis et al. 1984).

Beatriz Manz succinctly depicted the settlement

history of Ixcán in her powerful book ‘‘Refugees of a

Hidden War’’ (1988a):

In the 1970s thousands of highland Indians

successfully colonized the Ixcán, an impenetra-

ble, isolated, and unpopulated rain forest.

During this period, the area became the strong-

hold of the largest guerrilla organization, the

Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP). The

military conflict between the army and the

guerrillas escalated, leading to a fierce counter-

insurgency campaign in which entire

communities were massacred, most villages

were abandoned or destroyed, and thousands

fled. Ixcán today [mid to late 1980s] is a

development pole. The military tightly controls

villages, while the EGP remains in the outlying

areas. Armed clashes occur regularly. There are

also thousands of villagers living in the jungle

beyond military control (127).

The first settlers in the late 1960s were homogenous

indigenous groups from Huehuetenango (i.e., from

the same ethnic group and geographic area) who
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occupied national lands west of the Xaclbal River in a

cooperative called Ixcán Grande. These pioneering

Indian groups were sponsored by the Catholic church

and demonstrated high levels of cooperation in order

to survive the rigors of settling a virgin rain forest

infested with malaria carrying mosquitoes: ‘‘...social

responsibility, community cohesion, and leadership

responsibilities were paramount in the original

settlements... tasks were rotated and resources pooled

and, in fact, the economic, social, and political

activity revolved around the cooperative’’ (Manz

1988a, 129–130, emphasis added).

This search for land and life involved separation

from places of origin and the formation of a new

community of new people. Settlement, in addition to

enduring heat and tropical diseases, meant learning to

adapt to new cultures and environments. The coop-

eratives sat in direct contrast to the traditional model

of life in rural Guatemala. In the traditional model of

rural life poor farmers lived in the economic and

social shadows of the state and operated on the

margins of the national economy. They truly live(d)

on the periphery (Lutz and Lovell 1990). In contrast,

cooperative members tried to establish a society that

combined religious tenets, pioneer fervor, community

spirit, egalitarian ideals, and finally, something

unheard in Guatemala’s countryside—socioeconomic

development for Guatemala’s poor. Colonists formed

a new life, without, and in spite of the state. The

utopian feeling was enhanced by success in the face

of a non-committed state and by overcoming enor-

mous geographic and ecological disadvantages

(Manz 1998a; Manz 2004; Le Bot 1995).

Settlement in the Ixcán continued in the 1970s as

landless Guatemalans heard about available land in

the area. Potential settlers applied to the National

Institute for Agrarian Reform (INTA) for a land

parcel in areas where they knew land was available

and then awaited a response. This resulted in non-

homogenous communities made up of people from all

regions of Guatemala. These spontaneously settled

communities, mainly located east of the Xaclbal

River, differed from the church-organized coopera-

tives to the west in that settlers came alone and often

lived and worked in isolation on their designated

parcels (Fig. 1). The settlers in the church-sponsored

and organized settlements described above lived in

village centers with community meeting halls, small

cooperative shops, rudimentary schools, and often an

airstrip (the only means, other than walking, of

getting to the region in the early days of settlement).

Yet another type of settlement took place in the

early 1980s. At the height of the government

scorched earth campaign in Ixcán in 1981 and

1982, Guatemala’s National Institute for agrarian

reform (INTA) with funds from USAID saw fit to

settle the northern areas of Ixcán between the Xaclbal

and Chixoy rivers in a project they called Proyecto

520 (Dennis et al. 1984). The government trucked in

Ladinos en masse from eastern Guatemala and

promised migrants 10 hectares each. The ‘‘520

scheme’’ ended spontaneous settlement of Ixcán

because the government now claimed unused national

lands for their project. The government aimed to

settle over 5,000 families in northeastern Ixcán, but

only about 1,800 families settled before the

scorched–earth campaign curtailed further settlement

(Dennis et al. 1984; COINDE 1993).

The settlers of this scheme received no prior

training or advice about settling in a strange

environment. Moreover, because they arrived in the

midst of massacres, the army restricted their move-

ments. They relied on the army for food and made

weekly treks to the store at the Playa Grande military

base for provisions. The harsh conditions imposed by

the military upon these new settlers and insufficient

parcel sizes, pushed many original settlers back to

their hometowns in eastern Guatemala. In contrast to

the indigenous cooperatives of western Ixcán, these

communities lack infrastructure and a sense of

common purpose—settlers came from different

towns and lack a common history. Moreover, today

aid agencies do not work in these communities

because they believe that these folks suffered less

than the cooperatives during the war.

Although the three distinct settlement phases,

church, spontaneous, and government, produced

different types of communities, all settlers encoun-

tered similar conditions upon arrival to Ixcán and

endured onerous military rule in the 1980s and 1990s.

It is to those years of onerous military rule that I now

turn to reveal how war ripped into Ixcán communities

and destroyed years of accumulated trust and social

relations amongst community members. In some

cases, however the war perversely resulted in

higher levels of community cohesion as residents of

some communities came together simply to survive.

The military deliberately targeted any form of
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organization for destruction. First, they eliminated

priests and community catechists. Later they killed

cooperative leaders, teachers, and health workers.

Finally, the military lashed out on the whole popu-

lation. After brutal massacres, the army forced

remaining people to police themselves by creating

Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil (civil defense patrols).

Destroying communities and controlling lives

in Ixcán

Guerrilla insurgency and subsequent military repres-

sion radically altered the lives of Ixcán’s residents.

The hopes and realities of the settlers came head to

head with the hopes and realities of another group—

that of the guerrillas who followed the path of armed

struggle against the state. In the eyes of the

guerrillas, the search for land by the settlers was an

aspiration condemned to failure if it was not framed

in a revolutionary project (Le Bot 1995; Payeras

1998). Unfortunately for the settlers, the guerrillas

chose the Ixcán for their new base simply because the

dense forests afforded good cover and because of

proximity to Mexico (Payeras 1998). Guerrilla pres-

ence and action in Ixcán, whether settlers sided with

them or not, unleashed a fierce counterinsurgency

campaign that focused on any form of organized life

in Ixcán. In the eyes of the Guatemalan military,

settlers were the sea that provided the fish (guerrillas)

with sustenance. The military posed a simple

solution—dry up the sea.

The tierra arassada (scorched earth) campaign of

1981 and 1982 forced tens of thousands of Ixcán

surviving settlers to abandon their prized parcels, take

what they could carry, and make the arduous journey

into refuge across the border into Chiapas, Mexico

(Manz 2004). Most families left behind at least one

dead family member. Some families were completely

eradicated though (Falla 1992). Other residents

refused to abandon Guatemala and survived in the

dense forests in the northerly most territory between

the Ixcán and Xaclbal rivers. Finally, some settlers

stayed in their communities hoping to endure military

rule.

The cooperative centers of Ixcán Grande, because of

their high levels of organization, were singled out for

elimination by military forces. For example, Ricardo

Falla (1992), a Jesuit priest and anthropologist,

documents in minute detail the massacre of over

400 people in Cuarto Pueblo just west of the Xaclbal

River. By 1993, only 242 of the original 1,834

families still lived in the Ixcán Grande cooperatives

(Garst 1993).

Some refugees returned to Ixcán after two or three

years and occupied their abandoned parcels alongside

fellow settlers who did not flee. Refugees who

returned after 1985 found their land parcels occupied

by new settlers. Military-sponsored migrants now

farmed the ‘‘voluntarily abandoned’’ land. The army

undertook a radio campaign advertising the avail-

ability of already cleared land in an attempt to bring

in a population that they could control (Manz 1988b;

CEIDEC 1990).

War not only ripped into the lives of people but

also physically molded a new landscape. Under the

guise of development poles and model villages, the

military concentrated all land owners into centralized

communities where they could control the daily lives

of residents (CEIDEC 1990). Community centers,

clear of trees and set out in a grid pattern, permitted

the Guatemalan air force and ground troops to

maintain better control of the population.

During the years of observation, community

members banded together to cultivate parcels nearest

to the center resulting in a zone of intensive land use

and deforestation around many community centers.

Today many population centers live with this legacy.

Paradoxically, the concentration of the population

into centers facilitated certain types of post-war

development such as the introduction of electricity

and potable water to each household.

In sum, this period of ‘‘unrest,’’ arguably one of

the most turbulent and bloody conflicts in recent

Latin American history, led to a complete unraveling

of civil society. Community members who would not,

or could not flee the conflict, eked out a living under

the tight grip of the Guatemalan military. Refugees

slowly returned to devastated home communities

during the 1990s and began to reweave the fabric of

everyday life (Taylor 1998; Manz 2004). Today,

four-fifths of Ixcán residents live in poverty and more

than 95% lack basic services like potable water,

drainage, and electricity (Taylor 2005). From this

hopeful and then horrific history we can point to

several types of communities that evolved in Ixcán

and how those communities use their available

resources.
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Ixcán communities today: the results of

community history, war, and community cohesion

Documentation of the results of the conflict between

the Guatemalan military and the insurgents in Ixcán

reveals at least three types of communities: mixed

(both ethnically and temporally), stable with mostly

original settlers, and new settlements on large farms

purchased by the government for the landless. I

illustrate each type of community with an example.

Kaibil B’alam: a mixed community

Kaibil B’alam is made up of original inhabitants from

the 1970s, new settlers brought in by the military in

the early 1980s to occupy ‘‘voluntarily’’ vacated land

parcels, and refugees returning in the 1990s. The

ethnic and temporal diversity of mixed villages like

Kaibil B’alam, local non-governmental organizations

(NGOs) state, makes attempts to organize socially

almost impossible (CEIDEC 1990; CHF 2000). The

difficulty in organizing cannot be attributed solely to

ethnic diversity. It is the combination of ethnic and

temporal mixing of residents that makes organizing

difficult in communities like Kaibil B’alam.

Military control and propaganda instilled high

levels of tension and mistrust among Ixcán residents

during the 1980s and 1990s (Manz 2004). Kaibil

B’alam is typical of many communities where

original inhabitants who endured military rule in

their communities were cautious of return refugees

and regarded them as potential guerrillas. Likewise,

new military-sponsored settlers, many of whom were

non-indigenous, typically viewed original inhabitants

as guerrilla sympathizers and as ‘‘Indios’’ (a deroga-

tive used to denigrate indigenous people) who do not

understand anything and who are not civilized

(CEIDEC 1990).1 Heterogeneous communities

composed of original, returned, and new settlers are

characterized by ‘‘divisiveness, fragmentation—not

the elements of a well-functioning rural community...

the villages are unable to pursue independent initia-

tives, develop networks or establish the necessary

contacts with cities and organizations of their choos-

ing’’ because of direct army control and presence in

the area (Manz 1988b, 141).

The community of Kaibil B’alam is difficult to see

from a distance. It is hard to discern where the village

begins and ends because trees on the 1-hectare

household lots and the hummocky karst terrain

prevent complete views. A 450 hectare forest reserve

surrounds the 153 household lots. Individually owned

and managed 30-hectare parcels (153 parcels) sur-

round the reserve. Trees appear to dominate the

landscape. Several factors explain this verdant land-

scape. Family lots in the village center are larger than

in most communities, which permits the preservation

of useful trees in the form of kitchen gardens. Also,

the initially cohesive original settlers did not follow

military orders to clear the community of trees. They

petitioned the local commander and he ordered that

settlers clear only 3 hectares in the very center of the

community where all community members were

forced to live. Third, an agrarian committee ostensi-

bly regulates use of the surrounding forest reserve.

Households with distant land parcels are allowed to

extract firewood (fallen limbs) from the reserve.

Permission for whole tree extraction is given only to

families with distant parcels who need large boards

for house construction. Seventeen of the forty-six

households interviewed claim that all the better wood

for fuel and construction in the forest reserve has

already been depleted, however.

Kaibil B’alam’s turbulent past has shaped the

social and physical landscape today. In May, 2003 I

sat in the shade of a newly constructed house porch. I

shared this spot with Mardoqueo as he recounted

stories of Kaibil B’alam.

In 1970 the majority of the antiguos [original

settlers] were already established in Kaibil. We

dispersed in our town lots or on our parcels.

1 Ladinos in one of the government settlement scheme villages

joked about the naı̈veté of Indians in Ixcán. They told me,

‘‘those indios are so stupid and many of them could not even

speak Spanish. At the same time they wanted to please the

military, so when the troops asked those poor inditos some-

thing, the idiots would always agree. For example, the troops

would ask the indios if they were comunistas (communists),

and because they did not speak Spanish, the indios answered

‘si, si’ (yes, yes). And with that the troops would shoot them.’’

At the same time, however, these Ladinos realized the extent of

the killings in the area and recounted the callousness of the

Footnote 1 continued

troops, ‘‘they were so used to killing that, you know how here

there are no rocks to sit on—just mud, they would take their

breaks and eat their food sitting on the cut off heads of the

indios.’’
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When the conflict se puso duro [became

intense] and we were all concentrated by the

military in the very center—todos amontonados

[all on top of each other]. A military outpost

also occupied this place. As violence increased

half of the community fled to Mexico or to their

places of origin in Huehuetenango. During this

time other people—nuevos [new settlers] came

and occupied the ‘‘empty’’ parcels. The original

and new settlers were divided because the new

settlers came from a different area of the

country and they were just shoved on us—

the army told us to help and feed them. They

[the new settlers] took advantage of all the hard

work done by the original settlers—they har-

vested the coffee and cardamom that was there.

In the early 1990s and all the way up until 1996

those living in refuge tried to return, but their

passage was blocked by the new settlers, who

were backed by the military. The community

could not agree what to do with the returnees.

The original settlers wanted them back, but the

new settlers did not want to give up their land.

Also, nobody wanted to divide up their land to

make space for the returnees. Eventually, the

government arranged for the purchase of an

estate. They ended up with a good deal. They

accepted and that is how Kaibil today is now

made up of old and new settlers—about fifty/

fifty. We still don’t get along and cannot agree

on anything. So here we are all fighting for what

we can. Really this place is good and the

cardamom that the land gives is more than

anywhere else. That is why there is still forest

here, because people still make money on

cardamom. Business is good. But, for some

reason, people want cattle and over that we are

divided because with cattle we know there will

be no trees and those who want to still grow

cardamom will suffer because it will be too dry

and hot from all of the cattle pastures.

This short excerpt illustrates how settlers recognize

that their community is not cohesive. The sentiments

expressed above by Mardoqueo were repeated by

many members of this community. Their awareness

of their lack of cohesiveness is sharpened by the fact

that they know that they have to decide on which

development projects to side with. For example, the

government in 2000 offered the choice of roofing

material, solar panels, or concrete building blocks.

‘‘We could not even, as a community, decide on what

to accept from the government, even though there

was no charge to us,’’ Mardoqueo recounted.

Most residents appear to uphold the agreement that

the reserve is a common area for the families who do

not have easy access to wood resources and for the

future of the community. In spite of this common

agreement, some informants reported abuse of the

forest reserve, especially by people who own carda-

mom dryers who are not picky about the type of

wood they use in the furnaces.2 This illegal practice

occurs because no sanctions exist for abuses of the

norms that are based on a common understanding and

trust. Despite acknowledgment among residents of

Kaibil B’alam that forest stocks are declining, there

are no programs or plans to reforest or otherwise

manage trees. Most community members repeat the

common refrain that trees ‘‘self generate.’’

Kaibil B’alam residents and non-governmental

organization (NGO) employees recognize that lack

of community cohesion is an impediment to develop-

ment and has direct consequences on the environment

in terms of lack of regulation of the standing tree stock.

In Kaibil B’alam resources appear to be abundant and

2 Cultivation of cardamom and the fuel required to process this

valuable cash crop presents many paradoxes. Residents of

cardamom growing communities understand the environmental

conditions needed for sustaining healthy cardamom planta-

tions, but their very actions often contradict this knowledge.

Cardamom grows in the shade, but wood is required to dry

harvested fruit before sale to distant markets. The wood used to

fire the furnaces comes from areas close to the cardamom

dryers and also from the very parcels where cardamom is

grown. Farmers recognize micro-climate change (hotter and

dryer) through time and its damaging affect on cardamom

production. They identify deforestation for agriculture and

cattle as the cause of micro-climate change, but take little

action to secure the future of this valuable cash crop. Upon

inquiring what people did with the earnings from cardamom, I

was informed on several occasions that landholders invested in

cattle. In other parts of the world, such as Eastern Nepal,

Cardamom is seen as a secure investment because it can be

grown on marginal land not used for annual crops. Zomer and

Menke (1999) report that villagers in Nepal actually reforest

marginal or severely degraded areas so that they can cultivate

cardamom in the shade of the forests that provide all the wood

needs for drying the crop and for household consumption. The

Nepalese farmers are in a win-win situation: they do not rely

exclusively on cardamom, they grow it on land that is

otherwise unproductive, and provide themselves with a secure

fuel future.
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well managed ‘‘on the surface.’’ The number of

negative comments I received from residents about

wood consumption by cardamom dryers, however, is

an issue for concern. Ostensibly a committee regulates

wood use, but residents place little trust in the

committee or their fellow residents to observe regu-

lations surrounding resource use. Kaibil B’alam’s

landscape may change quickly as those with money

gained from cardamom invest in cattle. Also, several

‘‘strong men’’ now dominate the community. Indeed,

one of these strong men, Raúl Martı́nez, is a ‘‘new’’

settler and was involved in the kidnapping of United

Nations peacekeepers in 1998, who were trying to

negotiate the return of original settlers from their time

of refuge in Mexico. Raúl Martı́nez and other new

settlers refused to allow entry to the return refugees

because the return of the refugees might have resulted

in the loss or subdivision of land now in the hands of

‘‘new’’ settlers. Tension between old and new resi-

dents still exists and results in a divided community

that does not have a strong stand on natural resource

use and conservation. Levels of community cohesion

and how it has evolved through time as reported by

residents during in-depth interviews, are also reflected

in the results of household survey questions about

community cohesion (see Table 1). The information

presented in Table 1 also shows that residents of

Kaibil B’alam are reluctant to participate in aforesta-

tion programs. Moreover, in-depth interviews with

residents reveal that they see the low levels of trust in

the community as a significant impediment to orga-

nizing to use communal environmental resources in a

better war to benefit all members of the community.

San Lucas: a ‘‘stable’’ community

Stable communities witnessed less flight of residents,

saw little occupation of abandoned parcels by new

settlers, and avoided the painful reintegration of

return refugees. We can divide the stable communi-

ties into two groups: independently or church-settled

communities, that demonstrate higher levels of

community cohesion, and government organized

settlements of northeastern Ixcán. Nonetheless, these

communities, simply by deciding to stay and not seek

refuge in Mexico or in the forests of Guatemala,

endured the onerous rule of the military, which

controlled and permeated every aspect of rural life.

‘‘San Lucas está bien pelado’’ (San Lucas is

without trees) lamented Joel Ramón, a Kanjobal

Maya who settled in the area in 1974. Another

resident, who owns several cardamom dryers, states

that San Lucas no longer produces much cardamom

and now he buys cardamom from other, higher

elevation areas (to dry and sell at a higher price). He,

along with other community members, attributes the

lack of cardamom in San Lucas to the increase in

longer and hotter dry seasons that dry out the

cardamom plants. These longer dry seasons contrast

to conditions in Ixcán when they first arrived. Then

the rain fell trece meses al año (thirteen months a

year). In turn, they cite clearing of land for cattle and

crops as the main cause of climatic changes.

Indigenous and ladino settlers from Huehuetenango

and Quiché formed the community of San Lucas in

1974 with a land grant from the government. A mere

six or so years after creating San Lucas, men and

women started running into guerillas and began to live

in fear. San Lucas residents, however, decided to

remain in their community and weather the storm of

revolution and repression because, in their words, ‘‘we

were not a cooperative like the other communities

around us, and therefore we had nothing to fear from

the army—we stood and defended our land.’’ San

Lucas residents own and privately manage their

individual 30-hectare parcels.

During the intense war years in San Lucas (1980 to

1990), levels of community cohesion increased.

Basically, community members had to cooperate to

survive. They all had to present a united front and the

same ‘‘story’’ before the military to avoid persecu-

tion. San Lucas residents all also had to band together

and communally cultivate land around the village

center because the soldiers who controlled San Lucas

would not let villagers venture out into distant land

parcels for fear that they make contact with guerillas.

This cooperation was new for members of San Lucas,

who previously led isolated lives on their distant land

parcels. Prior to the conflict, residents of San Lucas

had little need for cooperation at the same level as

they did during the years of conflict. Prior to the war

each family lived on their land parcels, often isolated

from other families by a two hour walk through the

forest. They did not live in a town center and rarely

came together as neighbors or as a community.

Today San Lucas residents enjoy the benefit of a

health clinic and the attention of a nurse several days a
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week. Children attend a government-funded elemen-

tary school staffed by four teachers. Other than the two

above-mentioned government services, life in San

Lucas remains much as it did when they founded the

community in the early 1970s. Residents see the

government and aid agencies getting involved in

reforestation projects, alternative cash crop schemes,

constructing meeting halls, building improved houses,

creating access roads, providing diesel generators for

street lights, and laying pipes for potable water in

surrounding communities that fled during the war.

People in San Lucas claim that governmental agencies

and NGOs ignore them because they ‘‘sided’’ with the

army during the conflict and thus did not ‘‘suffer’’ to the

same degree as refugees. Settlers in San Lucas,

however, state that they only sided with their land.

In San Lucas there are no or very few community

rules concerning resource use (see Table 1 which

asks residents if there are any rules about using the

forest reserve). The communal forest reserve gave

way to clearing for agriculture and to fuel household

stoves and commercial cardamom dryers. Today, the

land where the forest reserve once stood has been

divided up to provide children of original settlers

with a place to build their own houses.

Characteristic of many communities in the Ixcán

where families now live concentrated in a village

center,3 San Lucas residents who own land far from

the center (13 of 82 respondents) report wood

Table 1 Community

cohesion in three Ixcán

communities

* Primavera de Ixcán did

not exist during the war.

Their history suggests that

the conflict increased

community unity when they

lived in the communities of

population in resistance

(CPR)

Primavera

n = 40

San Lucas

n = 82

Kaibil B’alam

n = 46

Questions about community cohesion

Is your community united? % Very 91 63 27

Did conflict decrease community unity? % yes * 21 63

Can you trust majority of people in

your community? % yes

89 64 59

Do people from different ethnicities

cooperate? % yes

94 71 44

Do you participate in communal projects? % yes 96 88 58

Do you participate when the whole

community meets? % yes

98 82 78

Are you a member of a committee or

organization? % yes

95 53 46

Is the committee (above) made up of diff rel.

& eth? % yes

97 72 61

Does the committee have contacts outside

the community? % yes

96 57 59

For everyday help, ask neighbors

for help? % yes

98 69 43

For help when you are sick, ask neighbors

for help? % yes

97 44 48

Do you sell crops communally? % yes 99 2 14

Do you trust the government and its projects? % yes 78 49 72

Do you trust NGO projects? % yes 83 68 84

Would you work on a communal forestry

project? % yes

92 62 35

Do people respect community rules on

forest reserve? % yes

79 14 51

3 Although the military forced concentration of dispersed

households into village centers, most families have elected to

remain in the center because of access to amenities such as

schools, stores, and medical facilities that were not available

during initial settlement. Families are now free to live on their

parcels. Indeed, many farmers, especially those with parcels

distant (2–3 h walking) from the center, reside on their parcels

for several weeks at a time during periods of intense

agricultural work.
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shortages for construction and cooking. In a rainfor-

est setting it may be surprising to see families

purchasing wood. But as researchers show in other

parts of the world, ‘‘woodfuel scarcities’’ are often a

result of labor shortages, land endowments, and

social constraints even if the fuel itself is not

physically scarce (Mearns 1991).

Development, especially less tangible and slow-

return projects like reforestation, in Guatemala and

Ixcán often depends on community committees that,

after agreement, must submit pedidas (proposals) to

request certain types of aid. Communities that are

particularly organized and united have a distinct

advantage. San Lucas residents participate in com-

mittees and groups that maintain links to groups

outside the community. Older residents, however,

feel that there is less community cooperation now

than during the war years. Settlers report that the

conflict bought people together to survive and ‘‘now

that the necessity has ended, everybody drifts off on

their own again.’’ The dip in community cohesion,

many report, is also because more and more people

migrate to the United States and can send good

money home. This money from the outside makes

them less reliant on good relations with neighbors

because they can now simply buy labor (Taylor et al.

2006). There is a sense in the community that the

heydays of outside funded projects in Guatemala is

coming to an end and that the youth of the

community do not care to participate in community

events, ni trabajar la tierra con sus manos [or even

work the land with their hands]. Although two thirds

of San Lucans say they can trust the people in their

community, they also say that few people respect the

norms of resource use on the communal land near the

river (Table 1).

This slow disintegration of civic engagement does

not stop older residents from trying to bring better

things to the community. For example, older settlers

banded together and formed a potable water com-

mittee. They petitioned the government for pipes and

paid a surveying company to chart a route from

source areas in the mountains to the village. Many

San Lucas residents provided labor for the project.

Many residents criticized the project when it ran into

technical snags, seeing this project as another failed

dream and a waste of labor.

In the case of San Lucas I have illustrated how

residents recognize how their environment is not in

the ‘‘best’’ of conditions and how their cardamom is

‘‘burning’’ due to the deforestation by neighbors as

they create pasture for cattle. So, if we were to

measure the ‘‘shape’’ of the environment in San

Lucas we would find that it is in a worse state than

both Kaibil B’alam and Primavera because of mili-

tary-directed deforestation around the town center,

intensive land use in the areas just outside the

community center during the years of conflict, and

now because of lack of consensus on how best to use

the environment and the lack of any sort of commit-

tee to regulate land use on private plots (they

recognize that land use on one private plot of land

influences the climate on adjacent plots).

San Lucas, however, possesses potential because

of past experience in organizing during the conflict,

to make improvements in their environment and

management of resources through the formation of

groups to control and manage resources like trees (see

the question in Table 1 about willingness to partic-

ipate in communal forestry projects). San Lucas

possesses the potential that the next case study,

Primavera, has put into action.

Primavera de Ixcán: a new community

During the massacres and subsequent repression in

Ixcán many settlers sought refuge from the army in

the dense forests of northwestern Ixcán, creating the

base for communities that I label new. Dispersed

groups of farmers and their families from many Ixcán

communities slowly combined to form Comunidades

de Población en Resistencia or CPR (communities of

people in resistance).4 These communities, compris-

ing hundreds of families, survived 12 years of

hardship living in the forest with few resources.

Extraordinary levels of cooperation and community

cohesion evolved to ensure a minimal food supply for

subsistence while constantly evading the military

(Falla 1992). These communities were comprised of

multiple ethnic groups, including Ladinos, but ethnic

diversity did not prove an obstacle to survival. Most

4 Ironically, the army used the same initials (CPR) to refer to

this population, but with quite a different connotation:

Comunidades de Población Retenida (Communities of People

being Retained). The military viewed these communities as

non-civilian populations under guerrilla control (CEIDEC

1990).
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of the CPR members, however, were members of the

cooperatives in western Ixcán. These cooperatives

were ‘‘wiped off the map’’ by the Guatemalan

military during the early 1980s. Finally, these com-

munities salieron al claro, meaning literally, came

out into the light after existing 12 years in the

darkness under the trees. This ‘‘leaving of the forest’’

in 1994 took place after the Guatemalan government

agreed to recognize the CPR as civilian communities

(Primavera 1999).

To illustrate the evolution of the CPR, I recount

the story of Esteban from Primavera de Ixcán.

When the massacres began we fled into the

mountains with whatever we could carry. We

took refuge in the forest because we could not

return to our communities—the army burned

and looted our houses and land. That was back

in 1982. Throughout 1983 the army followed us

into the forest and destroyed the few crops we

managed to plant. They also burnt our straw

huts and destroyed the few items we saved from

when we first came to the forest. Man, we

suffered that year. We were forced to eat berries

off the trees and eat a young plant that we call

caña de cristo (Christ’s cane) because it saved

our lives. During that year as we hid from the

army we often bumped into other groups of

families. They had fled from different commu-

nities and were also trying to survive in the

forest. Since we all had experience in cooper-

atives, we tried living together. But when the

groups reached a size of 150 to 200 families, we

made too much noise and the army could track

us down.

So we had a meeting to discuss options.

Some families decided that exile in Mexico

would work best. We decided against that, we

wanted to be near our land, our little parcels,

our country. At the same time we could not go

back to our parcels because we knew the

military would take us to reeducation camps

and then make us serve in the PAC [Civil

Defense Patrols]. So we decided to live in the

forest and mountains and avoid the control of

the Mexicans and the Guatemalan army. So that

is how we lived for almost fourteen years—in

resistance.

We decided to break into lots of little groups

scattered in the forest. About 25 families in each

group. In smaller groups we could escape quickly

if the army found us. With a committee in each

community, each person had an assigned task to

make escape easy. We learned how to avoid

machine gun fire and bombings from above. We

organized production of food in a better way with

lookouts to watch while we tended the fields. We

learned about the best wild food to eat. That way

we always had food, even if the army destroyed

our crops. Also, the army did not notice these

wild foods from the air, whereas with maize and

beans they can spot those easily from a plane or

helicopter. We also planted our crops in many

small places to avoid the army destroying all of

our crops at once. Just to be on the safe side, we

also moved location of our community every

now and then.

So we began to improve our lives—even

there in the forest. We taught children up to the

fourth grade and even had literacy classes for

adults. We did the same with health care. Each

little group had a person responsible for health.

Because we did not have access to enough

modern medicines, that person discovered cer-

tain herbs and roots that could be used to cure

some ailments. And also, we cooked at night so

that the army did not spot smoke from our fires

during the day.

And that is how we lived in the mountains.

We were thousands of people, not just a few

stragglers. We were campesinos (peasants),

women, children, old people, widows,

orphans—not armed young men. We were

Indians and Ladinos. We came from the Mam,

Kanjobal, Chuj, Cakchiquel, and K’ekchi’

people. But we all learned to care about each

other. The life we led in the forest gave us the

strength to continue and form this new com-

munity along the same lines that we lived in the

forest. That is why we call the community

Primavera (Spring), because we have a new

beginning here. Here we respect all of our

neighbors. We include women in all of our

decisions. Look, there are several women on the

central committee. Maybe our life here will

give birth to a new society.
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This story of life related by Esteban clearly illustrates

how members of the CPR came together and how

community cohesion was required for survival. We

see how these communities were not just random

groups of families living together, but instead were a

highly organized group of people who did everything

communally and through committees. This way of

life and intense organization saved their lives. This

then, like San Lucas, is an example of how the

pressure and hardships of war forced an increase in

community cohesion. Each community in the Ixcán

region dealt with the war in different ways and

community cohesion resulted from slightly different

circumstances (but with the more distal cause of war),

however, both San Lucas and Primavera ended up

more organized in their attempts to deal with the war

that surrounded their everyday life. Both communi-

ties, quite simply, organized to survive.

CPR members could not return to their original

communities after they came out of hiding from the

forests because their plots were occupied by new

settlers. Caritas Europea, an European aid agency,

purchased a large farm on the banks of the Chixoy

River for many CPR families.5 These families started

life once again. This time in a community they called

Primavera de Ixcán. Although Primavera de Ixcán

may appear anomalous, I focus on this community

because other Ixcán villages witness the success of

Primavera and wanted to know their secrets. The

positive attention Primavera now receives from other

communities stands in contrast to how they first

viewed the residents of Primavera—as communists,

indios, and guerrillas who bring trouble to the region.

Following the meanders of the Chixoy River, the

large bus owned by the community of Primavera

pushes through mud and potholes large enough to

swallow smaller vehicles. After traversing the highly

prized flood plains that are intensively managed by

Indian K’echi’ families, passing through extensive

rubber plantations of private farms, and crossing the

last remnants of Karst hills, the bus enters Primavera

and parks at the cooperative garage alongside two

communally owned cargo trucks and a pick-up truck.

Residents returning from the market in Cantabal file

off the bus laden with their purchases. They do not,

however, walk home through a pristine environment

because the land they now farm on the banks of the

Chixoy river was once mostly deforested for cattle

pasture by the previous owner of this one private

farm. Residents, though, with the spirit, enthusiasm

and high levels of community cohesion created

during their years of living ‘‘under the trees’’ are

beginning to improve their given environment and

use their natural resources in the best possible fashion

to ensure longevity of their community and its natural

resources.

Primavera is a different place: atop every roof sits

one or more photovoltaic panels and chimneys of

improved wood burning stoves point skyward, hand-

painted signs remind residents not to bathe in streams

or collect firewood from gallery forests, and the

bright yellow cooperative store sells items at cost.

Cooperative vehicles that haul agricultural products

directly to markets sit as proud reminder of the

success and hard work of the community. Indeed,

Primavera is unique in the Ixcán, if not the whole of

Guatemala.

But here we must be careful not to fall into the trap

advertised by Tuan (1990, p. 64), of being the

outsider who too quickly ‘‘judges by appearance.’’

Apart from solar panels and wood burning stoves in

every house, walking into a house in Primavera is no

different from a visit to one in Kaibil B’alam or San

Lucas. And the landscape surrounding the village

center is similar to that managed by residents of other

Ixcán communities. The difference here lies in the

unseen landscape: a palpable confidence and forward-

looking attitude of cooperative members, the land-use

practices that revolve around endogenously created

norms and rules that people follow, astute manage-

ment of development monies, and a knowledge that

the cooperative holds the power to manage land in a

fashion that will benefit future generations.6

5 Of the 380 families making up the CPR, 120 were able to

occupy their original parcels because the cooperatives to which

the belonged waited for the return of all original inhabitants to

occupy their own lands. Repopulation of original parcels was

possible because these cooperatives are in the zone that saw

sustained and intense conflict and could not repopulated by

military-sponsored settlers (Primavera 1999).

6 All people who live off the land realize that their actions will

have consequences for their children. However, many families

do not have the power, in the form of social or material capital,

to ensure a sustainable future. See for example in Susan

Stonich’s book ‘‘I am Destroying the Land’’ (1989) where she

illustrates how farmers are fully cognizant of their actions but

are powerless to act otherwise.
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Daily, the gasoline powered community corn

grinder sputtered to life at 3:30 a.m. with an air-

splitting expulsion of fumes. Then, the community

loudspeaker parts the air filled by the patting sound of

women’s hands forming corn tortillas to announce:

‘‘to the group in charge of the cattle this week, please

be informed that the cattle are out of their enclosure

and need to be rounded up. Also, a reminder to the

wood cutting group that we need two more six by one

foot planks at the house of Doña Fulana to finish her

house, and...’’.

Community cohesion and organization, accumu-

lated out of necessity while living twelve years in

Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR),

contributes significantly to the formation and suc-

cessful operation of this communally owned and

operated 1350-hectare farm (see Table 1, which

clearly illustrates the high levels of community

cohesion).7 Primavera residents organize their lives

around a central committee. Committee membership

is determined by a community vote every two years.

The committee organizes all aspects of communal

life, from organization of work schedules to the

drafting of proposals seeking aid from the govern-

ment and the international community. Primavera

maintains a permanent representative in Guatemala

City to stay on top of national events and to lobby

politicians. Also, representatives from Primavera

often make trips to Europe and the United States in

search of continued financial and technical support

for the community.

Life in Primavera de Ixcán also centers on many

committees and associations. Community members

are free to organize education groups, women’s

associations to make and market shampoo made from

local plants, and soccer teams. Moreover, Primavera

residents take turns to help in the community health

center, which is staffed by a nurse. Villagers from

nearby communities make their way to Primavera to

use the health center. Primavera accepts these people

and provides services for free or at cost. In this

respect, Primavera breaks down the image that

outsiders once held about this village once seen as

a group of comunistas, indios, and guerrilleros

[communists, Indians, and guerrillas]. Indeed, in

times of failed crops and food shortages residents of

other communities ask Primavera for help and

advice. The agrarian committee in Primavera even

buys green and cured cardamom from surrounding

communities at a better price than middle-men from

Cobán (the nearest major city to the Ixcán region). In

these transactions, connections and trust develop

between Primavera de Ixcán and its neighbors. Now

neighbors want the success of Primavera.

Norms and values surrounding life in Primavera

are clearly detailed in a monograph published by the

community. The book codifies the needs and ideals of

the community and it contains several chapters

outlining the relationships between the community

and the environment (Primavera 1999). The book is

more than mere rhetoric. Residents generally practice

care for the environment as expressed in their

publication. While rules governing resource use seem

obscure and in their early stages in Kaibil B’alam and

non-existent in San Lucas, Primavera has well

established norms and rules surrounding the use of

their communally held land.8 These rules are not

necessarily reflected in the current visible landscape

because the community inherited previously used

land that included large areas in pasture. The

community attempts, however, to reduce tree loss

7 Most of the land is communally worked. Each member

spends three days a week performing community tasks (a

reduction from five when the community was first formed).

Each household also has the right to 1.5 hectares of land to use

as they wish.

8 The book, written by the community with development funds

from Japan (Primavera 1999), occupies a space in every house.

The text contains many examples about natural resource use

and its consequences on the environment: ‘‘maybe there is a

part [of the farm] that we are clearing for wood, but it is not

large area; and it is only now that people have started to talk

about looking after the rest of the forested area. Although, like

we say, we are a large community, there are so many people

[260 families] and there are some that do not have the same

mentality—sometimes they cut down trees for construction

wood or just for firewood—they always have to cut down a

tree, but in this case maybe their actions are justified because in

some sections of the community there are not so many trees

that can be used for firewood...it has been discussed and

understood by the majority that where we have our sources of

water we should not clear the forest because it is this very

forest that gives us the water’’ (page 21). Or more succinctly

‘‘we protect the forest because it serves us today, tomorrow and

for the future of our children. Also we don’t just think about

cutting down a tree, but about planting more, so that they can

give life in the future’’ (page 22). (I translated both quotes from

Spanish).
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by using previously cleared land whenever possible

(Primavera 1999).9

In a survey about wood use in Primavera residents

revealed collection and cooking methods similar to

other communities. In a fashion similar to other

villagers, Primavera residents recognize that sources

of fuel for cooking and cardamom drying are not

infinite. They also note decline in the availability of

favored woods. But here the similarity ends. Prima-

vera possesses the organizational capacity to take

action to ameliorate potential adverse impacts on

their immediate environment. For example, work

parties in the surrounding hills reforested 75 hectares

of the farm. Other groups of men and women clear

weeds from the 75 hectare heart of palm plantation,

and yet others tend the beef cattle which will soon be

replaced by a better breed de doble uso (double use

cattle that provide both beef and milk). Simply put,

residents spend half the week working on the

communal farm while the remaining days are dedi-

cated to the cultivation of subsistence and cash crops

on individual 1.5-hectare plots. High levels of

organization permit the success and sustainability of

communally owned and operated land.

With a firm understanding of Ixcán life over the

last thirty years, we can now move on to a discussion

of land and life on a once war-torn frontier in

Guatemala. Current resources use is influenced by

ethnic makeup, war-time strategies, and post-war

adaptation in each community. This tumultuous

history produces diverse landscapes and livelihoods

evident in Ixcán today.

Looking past the civil war to future uses

of the environment

From the examples provided, I argue that we must

look at the history of each community in the national

context to better understand how communities use

their natural resources today. Past experiences during

the war can provide enhanced powers for community

cooperation, which in turn can be a means to empower

communities that leads to improved environments and

livelihoods (see Table 2 for a summary of each

community). All communities want to preserve their

environment, but perhaps those with more developed

social networks can take steps to secure a similar, if

not better, environment for future generations. Com-

munities and their cohesion, however, are not static.

The example provided by Primavera, which built on

community cohesion accumulated during their years

in hiding, may provide incentive for other communi-

ties to create stronger social networks and community

cohesion expressly to better manage their resources

and improve livelihoods. We must then ask how do

other communities follow the example of Primavera

and create communities where levels of cooperation

are higher. Other communities obviously cannot

recreate the historical trajectory of Primavera, but

they can see the outcomes of higher levels of

cooperation and cohesion and then work on ways

(unique to each community) to increase community

cohesion with the goal of improving their livelihoods

by using their resources in a more sustainable way,

obtaining better prices for crops, and by setting up

community-run institutions like health centers that

distribute medicines at cost. Communities around

Primavera have, through time, come to see Primavera

as a community that is more successful than theirs.

Added to this self-realization and awareness about

their well being relative to other communities,

especially relative to Primavera, aid workers must

realize that they cannot enter the diversity of

communities in Ixcán with a blanket solution to build

better lives. This study shows that each community

possesses unique characteristics that must be under-

stood before implementing programs.

Moreover, this study shows that community cohe-

sion can be both destroyed and created during times

of conflict. Additionally, we also cannot make broad

statements about community homogeneity (that is all

indigenous or all ladino) communities and how that is

a better predictor of community organization and

success. As we have seen in the examples presented

here, two communities, San Lucas and Primavera

became more organized despite their heterogeneous

makeup (see Table 2). Their common point and the

resultant community cohesion, however, is more

recent and is simply in how they dealt with war in

their lives. Guatemala, though, remains a divided

state in terms of contrast and conflict between the

9 I must refrain from painting a perfect idyllic rural life. When

I conducted surveys, families always spoke of other families

who cut down wood in inappropriate areas or failed to follow

community norms. Life in Primavera de Ixcán is not perfect.

Close, but not perfect.
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indigenous and non-indigenous population, and aid

agencies would still find it hard to bring cohesion to

multi-ethnic communities. Quite simply, they could

not create the conditions that brought about higher

levels of cooperation in San Lucas and Primavera. So

despite the success of San Lucas and Primavera, even

though they are heterogeneous communities, we

cannot point to them as an example of multi-ethnic

cooperation in Guatemala as a whole.

Society in the Ixcán revolves around village life,

thus, norms and rules about natural resources must

emanate from the community. If outside agencies are

to foster better natural resource management they

should focus on activities that increase interaction

and mutual trust among community members rather

than imposing formal legislation and technological

change that may not be appropriate (Katz 2000;

O’Keefe 1996). Higher levels of community cooper-

ation may provide one way for farmers to overcome

the many constraints surrounding settler life. This

path will be difficult, however, because, as illustrated

in Kaibil B’alam, the fractures of distrust and

resentment run deep and provide substantial barriers

to cooperation.

This discussion about the distinct histories of

Ixcán communities and natural resource use takes

place in the context of larger discussions of human

interaction with the environment. Briefly, I turn to

these discussions.

First, because the Ixcán was one of the regions

most heavily impacted by the internal war, aid

agencies still abound in the region looking for worthy

recipients of development projects and funds. This

situation is unique within Guatemala.10 Therefore,

communities in the Ixcán need to take full advantage

Table 2 Characteristics of three Ixcán communities

Primavera San Lucas Kaibil B’alam

Settlement history New community (1990s) made

up of former CPR* members

A stable community formed in

the early 1970s by individual

settlers

Mixed community of original

settlers from the 1970s and

military-sponsored settlers

from the 1980s

War experiences Primavera did not exist during

the war. Residents lived in

the forest for 14 years

avoiding military control

Most residents decided not to

flee into refuge. The military

occupied San Lucas and

controlled lives

Many original residents fled

during the conflict. The

military also occupied Kaibil

Community cohesion High levels of cohesion formed

during years in hiding.

Cooperated to survive

Community cohesion in San

Lucas peaked during the war

also to ensure survival.

Cohesion is waning now

Low levels of community

cohesion due to the divided

nature of the community and

low levels of trust between

old and new settlers

Diversity High ethnic diversity Ethnically diverse, but

temporally all settlers

contemporaneous

Ethnically and temporally

diverse

Environment management/use

of natural resources

Many community created rules

regarding use of natural

resources. Rules respected

No committees governing

resources use

An agrarian committee

ostensibly regulates forest

use, but rules not respected

Environmental condition Primavera occupies a former

cattle ranch. Residents are

improving the environment

(e.g., reforestation program)

Increase in deforestation for

cattle pasture. Center of

community and surrounding

land deforested during

conflict

Slow increase in deforestation

for cardamom processing.

Forest reserve around

community still exists, but is

being depleted

* CPR—communities of population in resistance

10 Other regions of the country, such as the Ladino-dominated

eastern side of Guatemala, receive little attention in both

development plans and academic studies. Eastern Guatemala

was less heavily impacted during the latter phases of the war,

and, more simply, it does not embody the ethnic diversity and

romance of the western highlands and its 22 different ethnic

groups that have traditionally been seen as the more disad-

vantaged group in Guatemala’s dichotomous society.
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of opportunities while they exist. Villages with high

levels of community cooperation reap the maximum

benefit in securing development monies and in

implementing successful programs.

Community participation and cohesion constantly

come into play in Ixcán today and communities must

pay attention to their own history and image if they

want to improve their lot. NGOs and government

institutions seeking to promote agroforestry projects

constantly comment on difficulties in working in

villages that are not cohesive. Agroforestry projects

took off in Primavera because aid agencies encoun-

tered a willing and organized community.

Agroforestry initiatives flounder in Kaibil B’alam

and do not even reach San Lucas and other similar

communities.

In a larger framework some researchers stress that

land use decisions at the local scale are dominated by

structural controls; there are few examples of ‘‘pow-

erful local producers capable of influencing the very

structures in which they operate’’ (Turner 1997).

I argue that Primavera is an example of how

development does not necessarily lead to negative

environmental impacts, how ‘‘sustainable’’ and

‘‘development’’ can coexist, and how a united group

of resource users can break traditional modes of

production that relegate most smallholders in

Guatemala to lives of poverty (cf. Bebbington 1997).

As Garst puts it: ‘‘the returned refugees and the CPR

can again introduce new concepts and models of social

organization [acquired in refuge in Mexico and by

living in hiding in the forests of Guatemala]...that

have the potential to be a positive influence in the

democratization and development of the region.’’

(1993, p. 71)

We must temper the optimism provided by the

example of Primavera with notes of caution. In Ixcán

negative land use change outweighs positive change

and sustainable use of resources. The majority of

settlers, like many others in rural Latin America,

struggle to survive now. They take immediate action,

regardless of long-term consequences, to feed their

families. A better future, for many Ixcán settlers,

remains a distant desire.
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R. Sieder (Ed), Guatemala after the peace accords

(pp. 42–56). London: Institute of Latin American Studies.

Stonich, S. C. (1993). I am destroying the land: The political

ecology of poverty and environmental destruction in

Honduras. Boulder: Westview Press.

Taylor, C. (1998). Return of Guatemala’s refugees: Reweaving

the torn. Philadelphia, Temple University Press.

Taylor, M. J. (2005). Electrifying rural Guatemala: Central

policy and local reality. Environment and Planning C,

23(2), 173–189.

Taylor, M. J., Moran-Taylor, M., & Rodman-Ruiz, D. (2006).

Land, ethnic, and gender change: Transnational migration

and its effects on Guatemalan lives and landscapes.

Geoforum, 37, 41–61.

Tuan, Y. (1990). Topophilia. New York: Columbia University

Press.

Turner, B. L. (1997). The sustainability principle in global

agendas: implications for understanding land-use/cover

change. The Geographical Journal, 163(2), 133–140.

UVG (Universidad del Valle Guatemala) (2003). Mapa de

Dinámica de la Cobertura Forestal de la República de

Guatemala 1991/93–2001.

Woolcock, M., & Narayan, D. (2000). Social capital: Impli-

cations for development theory, research, and policy.

World Bank Research Observer, 15(2), 48 pp.

Zomer, R., & Menke, J. (1993). Site index and biomass

productivity estimates for Himalayan Alder-Large

Cardamom plantations: A model agroforesty system of the

middle hills of eastern Nepal. Mountain Research and

Development, 13(3), 235–255.

198 GeoJournal (2007) 69:181–198

123



www.elsevier.com/locate/geoforum

Geoforum 37 (2006) 41–61
Land, ethnic, and gender change: Transnational migration and
its effects on Guatemalan lives and landscapes

Matthew J. Taylor a,*, Michelle J. Moran-Taylor a, Debra Rodman Ruiz b

a Department of Geography, University of Denver, 2050 East Iliff Avenue, Denver, CO 80208, USA
b Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Randolph-Macon College, Ashland, VA, USA

Received 22 April 2003; received in revised form 16 April 2004
Abstract

Migration to the United States of America from Guatemala effects many aspects of Guatemalan life. We document, through

extensive ethnographic fieldwork, how migrants and their remittances effect gender relations, ethnicity, land use, and land distribu-

tion. Our evidence is drawn from research in four communities. San Pedro Pinula and Gualán represent communities of eastern

Guatemala. San Cristóbal Totonicapán is an Indigenous town in Guatemala�s western highlands, and San Lucas is a lowland fron-

tier community in the Guatemalan department of Ixcán, which borders Chiapas, Mexico. Our results reveal that migrants and their

remittances, both social and tangible, result in significant changes in land use and land distribution in Ixcán. Migrant money permits

the conversion of rainforest into cattle pasture and also results in the accumulation of land in the hands of migrants. In terms of land

use, we see in San Pedro Pinula that migrant money also allows the Pokoman Maya to make small entries into the Ladino (non-

indigenous) dominated cattle business. In San Pedro Pinula, the migration and return of Maya residents also permits them to slowly

challenge ethnic roles that have developed over the last five centuries. When we look at how migration effects gender roles in Gualán

and San Cristóbal we also note that migration and social remittances permit a gradual challenge and erosion of traditional gender

roles in Guatemala. We point out, however, that migration-related changes to traditional gender and ethnic roles is gradual because

migrants, despite their increased earnings and awareness, run into a social structure that resists rapid change. This is not the case

when we examine land transformations in Ixcán. Here, migrants encounter few barriers when they attempt to put their new money

and ideas to work. Despite the advantages that migration brings to many families, especially in the face of a faltering national econ-

omy and state inactivity regarding national development, we conclude that migration and remittances do not result in community or

nation-wide development. At this stage migrant remittances are used for personal advancement and very little money and effort is

invested in works that benefit communities or neighborhoods. We call for continued studies of the effects of international migration

on Guatemalan hometowns that build on our initial studies to better understand the longer-term ramifications of migration in a

country where no community is without migrants.

� 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Guatemala; International migration; Ethnicity; Gender; Social remittances; Economic remittances; Development
1. Introduction

Almost a million and a half Guatemalans live and

work in the United States and Canada. These migrants,
0016-7185/$ - see front matter � 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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who flee political repression and abysmal economic con-

ditions in their homeland, begin to challenge and change

traditional social structure, livelihoods, and landscapes

in Guatemala. Absent family members, migrant earn-

ings sent home (remittances), return migrants, and

transnational ties contest and slowly transform tradi-

tional gender and ethnic relations, land-use practices,

mailto:mtaylor7@du.edu
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and land ownership in a nation characterized by

patriarchy, ethnic conflict, and highly unequal land

distribution.

The Bank of Guatemala and the popular press

proudly report that remittances now form the most

important source of income for the country—‘‘migra

dollars’’1 far exceed earnings from traditional money-

making export crops such as coffee, bananas and sugar

(Prensa Libre, 2002). Economists project that mi-

grants in the United States and Canada will send just

over U.S. $1.5 billion dollars back to family and

friends in Guatemala in 2002 (Prensa Libre, 2002).

Daily, Guatemala�s leading newspaper, Prensa Libre,

runs reports on migrants living in the United States,
the visible impacts of remittances, the hardships endured

by migrants when they cross international borders,

deportation of Guatemalans from Mexico and the

United States, or the impacts of migrants and their

money on local economies. Glossy color photographs

depict mansions in rural areas built on the sweat of

migrant brows. Western Union plasters Guatemalan

roadsides with bright yellow billboards that advertise
the ease of money transfers. Clearly, the popular press

and Guatemalan families, who rely on migration for

survival, quickly recognized the all-pervasive presence

or absence of migrants and remittances, yet scholarly

study provides little in-depth knowledge to enhance

our understanding of migration-related changes in

Guatemala.

Indeed, if 15% of a 12 million-strong population mi-
grates to ‘‘el Norte,’’2 how do these people and their

earnings alter Guatemalan lives? Do Guatemalans form

new places and livelihoods like ‘‘Oaxacalifornia,’’ that

are shaped by international migration (Kearney,

2000)? Do the once popular notions of adapted peasant

production systems forwarded by cultural ecologists,

while providing valuable baseline information, pertain

to contemporary globalized rural society (Bebbington
and Batterbury, 2001)? Based on a cumulative

41 months of fieldwork in four culturally and regionally

distinct sending regions from 1999 to 2002, we docu-

ment specific migration-related changes in gender and

ethnic relations and land use and distribution in

small-town and rural Guatemala. After clarifying meth-

ods and describing the study sites, we offer a brief his-

tory of migration from Guatemala. We then deliver
four detailed case studies from the municipios (town-

ships) of Gualán and San Pedro Pinula in Eastern Gua-

temala, San Cristóbal Totonicapán in the western
1 The term ‘‘migra dollars’’ is recognized by scholars and migrants

and refers to the money earned by migrants in the United States and

Canada.
2 ‘‘El Norte,’’ in migrant parlance, simply means the United States or

Canada.
highlands, and Ixcán in the northwestern lowlands

(Fig. 1). We also place our results in the context of dis-

cussions addressing transnational migration, gender,

ethnicity, and land in Latin America. First and fore-

most, though, the objective of this paper is to show

how international migration gradually transforms Gua-
temalan lives and places. The discussion of these trans-

formations is brought to life by bringing together the

experience of three researchers and their distinct

emphasis on changes taking place in this Central Amer-

ican country.
2. Methods and study sites

The results presented here rest on research by three

individual researchers. We all conducted ethnographic

research in Guatemala between 1999 and 2002. We each

held distinct research agendas. However, after meeting

many times during those fieldwork and subsequent

years at academic and informal meetings, we decided

to bring our results together in one paper to provide a
wider view of the impacts of migration on Guatemalan

people and land. Many of the statements made in this

paper are based upon intensive research in each of the

regions that lasted nearly 12 months for each study site.

Collectively, we completed 84 in-depth interviews and

numerous informal and semi-structured interviews.

Our knowledge of migration-related changes in these

Guatemalan communities also rests on 504 surveys (al-
beit not the same survey, as mentioned above we each

held distinct research agendas and thus used unique sur-

vey instruments created after at least 6 months of ethno-

graphic research in the communities). The results

presented here rely heavily on the ethnographic aspect

of our fieldwork—we intersperse our ethnographic anal-

yses with the voices and proverbs of Guatemalans be-

cause, after all, they are the migrants and this is their
story.

We bring together findings from distinct cultures and

regions of Guatemala to provide a more nuanced under-

standing of contemporary migration and resultant im-

pacts in a country that is split along ethnic and

regional identity lines—Ladino and Maya. Gualán, in

the eastern department (state) of Zacapa, is largely a

Ladino (non-indigenous) community that sits in the low-
lands of the Motagua River valley. The municipio of

Gualán is dominated by latifundias (large coffee and cat-

tle estates). Gualán residents generally migrate to Los

Angeles (California), Las Vegas (Nevada), and Chicago

(Illinois). Michelle Moran-Taylor, a half native (half

American/half Guatemalan) to the region, conducted

9 months of research in Gualán. San Pedro Pinula, in

the department of Jalapa, holds a rich history of migra-
tion to Boston, Massachusetts. San Pedro Pinula is also



Fig. 1. Location of the four study municipios in Guatemala.

M.J. Taylor et al. / Geoforum 37 (2006) 41–61 43
a Ladino-dominated community, but a place where

indigenous3 villages surround the town. Debra Rodman

Ruiz lived for 18 months with her relatives in San Pedro

Pinula. Her representations of San Pedro life, then, are
also based on an intimate knowledge of the people

and place of San Pedro Pinula. Our representation of

migration from Guatemala�s indigenous western high-

lands comes from San Cristóbal Totonicapán (hereafter

referred to as San Cristóbal), a town with strong mi-

grant ties to Houston, Texas, and Los Angeles, Califor-

nia. Moran-Taylor has conducted migration-related

research in San Cristóbal since 1992, and since 1999
has lived for 9 months in this bustling indigenous town.

By including research from Ixcán, we also demonstrate
3 We use the term indigenous, Maya, indian, interchangeably. In

doing so, however, we do not ignore the powerful connotations behind

each term. The indigenous people of Guatemala most often describe

themselves as natural, pobre, indio, or campesino (naturals, poor folk,

indians, or rural farmer). Ladinos generally use the derogatory term

indio when referring to indigenous people. Mayans call Ladinos los

ricos, gente de vestido, or Ladino (the rich ones, people dressed in

Western clothing, or non-indigenous). Although much scholarship

reports on the rise of the Pan-Maya movement in Guatemala (Fischer

and Brown, 1996; Warren, 1998), we found that few indigenous people

self identify using the term Maya. Rather, when asked about how they

understand the label Maya, invariably folks responded ‘‘ah si, nuestros

antepasados’’ (oh yes, our ancestors).
the impact of migration on Guatemala�s lowland for-

ested frontier zones. Ixcán residents prefer to migrate

to rural jobs in Oregon, Washington, and Tennessee.

Matthew Taylor lived in four frontier communities of
Ixcán for a total of 14 months between 2000 and 2002.

He has developed an intimate rapport with the people

of this war-torn region of Guatemala.

Rather than discussing the effects of migration on

gender, ethnicity, and land at each site, each author, in-

stead, delves into their specialty. So, for example, Taylor

provides details about land use in Ixcán, we learn from

Moran-Taylor how international migration affects gen-
der relations and roles in Gualán and San Cristóbal,

and Rodman Ruiz elucidates emerging ethnic relations

in San Pedro Pinula. While we do not intend to general-

ize detailed results across regions because of the circum-

stances unique to each town, discussion amongst the

authors and visits to each other�s research sites revealed

that basic migration-related changes remain constant in

each area.
3. Guatemala: The context of migration

Before considering the impacts of international

migration on Guatemalan society, we must understand



Table 1

Distribution of farmland in Guatemala

Below subsistence

plots (<1.4 ha)

Sufficient for

subsistence (1.4–3.5 ha)

Plots than can produce for

internal market (3.5–45 ha)

Large, export-oriented

farms (above 45 ha)

Percent of total farms 54 24 19 3

Percent of total farmland 4 7 25 65

Data are derived from the latest agricultural census in 1979 (Naciones Unidas, 2000).
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the structures that drive migration. Quite simply, we

ask: Why do Guatemalans leave their homeland? Most

Guatemalans struggle to meet their every day needs. In-

deed, over 80% of rural Guatemalans live below the

international poverty line of U.S. $2 per day. And, of

all Guatemalans living in poverty, 26% live in extreme
poverty. That is, their daily income is less than one

U.S. dollar. Abysmal living standards for Guatemala�s
majority results from a highly skewed land distribu-

tion—2% of Guatemalans own 60% of the arable land,

rapid population growth, and a brutal civil war, which

lasted almost four decades and laid waste to many rural

communities and fields (Le Bot, 1995).

3.1. Land, population, and poverty at the country scale

Guatemala�s population is still predominantly rural.

Rural residents account for two thirds of the almost

12 million people (Naciones Unidas, 2001). In rural

Guatemala 54% of farm plots are not large enough for

subsistence farming (Table 1). Additionally, average

plot size of holdings below 1.4 ha decreased from
0.7 ha in 1964 to 0.19 ha in the 1990s (Bilsborrow and

DeLargy, 1990; Brockett, 1998; Elı́as et al., 1997). This

desperate land situation is due to long-term evolution

of unequal land distribution,4 and population increase

on a land base that is not getting any larger (Davis,

1997; Early, 1982; Gleijeses, 1998; Lovell, 1995). Below

subsistence agriculture and lack of employment alterna-

tives in Guatemala�s cities and towns drive widespread
poverty and a large informal economy (Jonas, 2000).

Forty years of conflict (1954–1996) between guerrillas

and the state exacerbated poverty in most rural areas

(CEH, 1999; Diocesis del Quiché, 1994; Falla, 1992;

Naciones Unidas, 2001). Guerrilla insurgency and sub-

sequent military repression radically altered the lives of

Guatemalans. This period of ‘‘unrest,’’ arguably the

most turbulent and bloody conflict in recent Latin
American history, left an astounding 200,000 killed or

disappeared, 150,000 refugees, and 1.5 million internally

displaced (Jonas, 2000; North and Simmons, 1999).

During the years of violence many residents fled to ref-

ugee camps in nearby Chiapas, Mexico (Manz, 1988),
4 The Gini coefficient for land distribution in Guatemala is 0.85—the

highest in Central America and one of the highest in the Western

Hemisphere (Southgate and Basterrechea, 1992).
and others fled further afield to the United States and

Canada.

During the same 40-year period Guatemala�s popula-
tion quadrupled from 3 to 12 million, and environ-

mental change, such as deforestation, soil erosion,

microclimate change, and pollution, is clearly evident
(Elı́as et al., 1997). The civil war officially ended in

1996 with the signing of an internationally-brokered

peace accord, but the wounds created by the conflict

are far from healed (Nelson, 1999; Nunca Más, 2000;

Remijnse, 2001). In areas hardest hit by the conflict, res-

idents still fear members of ex civil patrols (Prensa

Libre, 2001a,b), distrust neighbors and any form of

community organization for fear of reprisals, lack basic
services, and continue to live in the midst of poverty.

The state, NGOs, and foreign governments targeted re-

gions of previous conflict for a wide range of develop-

ment efforts, but these development projects do little

to ameliorate the lot of poor Guatemalans (Jonas,

2000). Rural and urban populations now struggle to se-

cure access to basic resources like land, firewood, pota-

ble water, education, and health care (Naciones Unidas,
1999, 2000). Mounting impoverishment now comes face

to face with growing ecological impoverishment. In the

face of apparent insurmountable adversity and lack of

local alternatives, many Guatemalans follow in the foot-

steps of earlier migrants who left Guatemala in the

1960s for economic reasons and thereafter in the 1980s

to escape death.

Despite the magnitude of the Guatemalan migrant
stream, little is known about this northward movement

and its effects in Guatemalan society. Most research on

Guatemalan migration examines their adaptation to the

United States and Canada as well as the new communi-

ties these migrants create in ‘‘El Norte’’ (e.g., Rodrı́guez

and Hagan, 1992; Burns, 1993; Hagan, 1994, 1998; Pop-

kin, 1999; Loucky and Moors, 2000; Hamilton and

Chinchilla, 2001; Fink, 2003). While this previous re-
search helps situate our study among Guatemalan

migration scholarship, we also rely on migration work

that relates to the Guatemalan example. These studies

attend to U.S.-bound Mexican migration, especially

among the Mixtec and Zapotec people (e.g., Kearney,

1996, 2000; Mountz and Wright, 1996; Cohen, 2002;

Conway and Cohen, 2003). As migration from Guate-

mala grows and matures, assessing the effects of this
trend in the homeland is imperative—we must evaluate
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and analyze transformations in sending regions to better

understand the full ramifications of transnational migra-

tion in both home and host communities. We now turn

to examine the impacts of international migration in

four Guatemalan places: Gualán, San Cristóbal, San

Pedro Pinula, and San Lucas in Ixcán.
For each case study, we provide an introduction that

includes a description of the study area and also a dis-

cussion of the literature relevant to that section of

the paper. When Moran-Taylor, for example, discusses

the interplay of gender and migration, she provides the

reader with sufficient background from the extant liter-

ature on gender roles in Latin America. Rodman Ruiz

and Taylor perform similar literature reviews for their
sections on ethnic relations and land, respectively. In

this way, a reader can select a section of the paper and

gain a complete understanding of the selected subject.

Likewise, other readers can read the whole paper and

better understand the combined impact of migration

on various facets of Guatemalan life.
4. Migration-related changes in land distribution and

land use in Northwestern Guatemala

At least 10% of Guatemala�s population lives and

works in the United States and Canada (Naciones Uni-

das, 1999; Rodriguez, 2000), and yet we know little

about the impacts of international migration on this

country�s most valuable resource—its land. Who works
the land when men, or both men and women migrate?

When migrants return to their homeland do they buy

more land to plant subsistence crops or do they intensify

agriculture on existing plots? Do return migrants turn

away from their maize heritage to cultivate cash crops?

How does the infusion of outside capital impact land

ownership and distribution? And, more generally, what

is the impact of remittances and return migrants on the
environment? We address those questions in this section

of the paper.

Demographers traditionally neglect the environmen-

tal context of demographic change (see the calls in

Gober and Tyner (2004), Hunter (2000), and Pebley

(1998) for demographers to consider the environmental

aspects of demographic dynamics). Granted, a notable

body of work from political ecology informs the inter-
action of humans and the environment. Much of this

research focuses on the developing world where increas-

ingly greater shares of the global population reside and

struggle with shortages of basic natural resources like

land, water, and firewood (Bryant and Bailey, 1997;

Hunter, 2000; Peet and Watts, 1996). However, most

political ecologists triumph politics and economics over

population factors (e.g., size, distribution, and composi-
tion) as variables that better explain resource-use deci-

sions at the community and household level (Peet and
Watts, 1996). By including important demographic fac-

tors like international migration and how it influences

land use and ownership practices, we promise to shed

light on how local ecologies, just like local places and

culture, are transformed and transnationalized. We doc-

ument specific migration-related changes in land use and
distribution in San Lucas, Ixcán, in the northwestern

lowlands (Fig. 1). But first we provide a brief discussion

of land and migration in Guatemala, a brief history of

San Lucas� settlement and people, and a summary of

methods.

4.1. Land and natural resources: In changing hands?

Guatemalan rural landscapes are far from static and

are even further from National Geographic images of

the ‘‘timeless Maya’’ tending fields of maize (Lovell,

1995). This is not to imply that rural Guatemalans have

lost their ties to the land—rather, that relationships with

the land are changing due to violence and economic-

related migration, population pressure, and macro-level

political and economic forces (Montejo, 1987; Watan-
abe, 1992; Wilson, 1995). Simultaneously, land in

Guatemala remains a highly charged political issue

(Cambranes, 1992; Prensa Libre, 2001a; Villa and

Lovell, 1999) where, despite provisions for land reform

and rural social development that were included in the

1996 peace accord, distribution remains highly unequal

(Bilsborrow and Stupp, 1997). In the face of state inac-

tivity, rural and urban Guatemalans took matters into
their own hands and migrated en masse to the United

States and Canada to escape grinding poverty and lim-

ited access to resources (Jonas, 2000). Again, the combi-

nation of migration and unequal land distribution in

Guatemala, and the separate studies of these phenom-

ena, force us to ask, as Pebley (1998) prompted: ‘‘What

are the environmental consequences of remittances in the

sending countries.’’ The results we provide here pull
away from the macro-scale generalizations made about

land and population growth (e.g., Bilsborrow and

Stupp, 1997) in an effort to provide concrete examples

that illustrate the impact of economic and social remit-

tances, both of which, through infusions of money and

ideas, alter rural communities and landscapes (Conway

and Cohen, 1998). Preliminary investigations suggest

that migration and remittances impact the land in many
ways: for example, ethnobotanical knowledge erodes as

agriculture is left in the hands of hired help (Steinberg

and Taylor, 2002), some farmers intensify and grow

non-traditional crops using more fertilizers and insecti-

cides, others purchase land in distant areas, and some

even sell their land and start small businesses (Watan-

abe, 1992). But again, what is needed are specific, de-

tailed studies that can ask if ‘‘migra-dollars’’ are
enabling environmental degradation or preserving land

resources for future generations. And, maybe even more
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importantly, we must ask if international migration

results in concentration of land in the hands of migrant

families.

4.2. Ixcán and San Lucas

Ixcán (1575 km2) is one of the most remote and least

developed regions of Guatemala. The municipio

(county), created in 1985, occupies borderlands in the

extreme north of the departments of El Quiché and

Huehuetenango. The Mexican state of Chiapas and

the vast Lacandon Forest form the northern border of

the municipio. The southern limit of the Ixcán abuts the

massive 3000 meter-high Cuchumatán-Chamá mountain
range (Fig. 1). In this once rain forest covered region,

annual precipitation ranges from 2000 to 5000 mm. Ide-

ally, soils of the Ixcán lend themselves to the cultivation

of permanent crops such as rubber, coffee, and carda-

mom. Most families, however, plant corn, beans, and

rice for subsistence—initial yields are not sustained

and much land is severely degraded. Population grew

from a few thousand in the 1960s to over 70,000 today.
The current growth rate, including migration, is 3.47%

(Salud Pública, 1999).

The first settlers to the Ixcán in the late 1960s were

homogenous indigenous groups from Huehuetenango

(i.e., from the same ethnic group and geographic area)

who occupied lands west of the Xalbal River in a coop-

erative called Ixcán Grande. These church-sponsored

pioneering groups demonstrated high levels of coopera-
tion in order to survive the rigors of settling a virgin rain

forest infested with malaria carrying mosquitoes:

‘‘. . . social responsibility, community cohesion, and lead-

ership responsibilities were paramount in the original

settlements . . . tasks were rotated and resources pooled

and, in fact, the economic, social, and political activity

revolved around the cooperative’’ (Manz, 1988, pp.

129–130). Church-organized colonization also took
place east of the Xalbal River in an area known as the

Zona Reyna (Taylor, 1998). Indigenous settlers from

the densely populated highlands of Quiché, through ex-

tremely hard physical labor and high levels of social

organization, achieved a level of success similar to the

cooperatives to the west. In the early 1980s, state-spon-

sored colonization of the area between the Xalbal and

Chixoy Rivers to the north of the Zona Reyna consisted
mainly of Q�eqchi� indians from Alta Verapaz and

Ladinos from all over Guatemala (Dennis et al., 1988).

Settlers from Huehuetenango, Quiché, and eastern

Guatemala, formed the community of San Lucas in

1974 with a land grant from the government.

Soon after the successful establishment of families on

relatively large parcels of land that varied in size from

approximately 10–30 ha (versus 0.2 ha in Guatemala�s
western highlands), guerrilla insurgency and subsequent

military repression forced many Ixcán residents of their
plots of land and into refuge in Mexico or into hiding

within Guatemala (Falla, 1992). San Lucas residents,

however, decided to remain in their community and

weather the storm of revolution and repression because,

in their words, ‘‘we were not a cooperative like the other

communities around us, and therefore we had nothing
to fear from the army—we stood and defended our

land’’ (during the 1980s, the Guatemalan military tar-

geted any form of community organization for destruc-

tion, arguing that a strong civil society formed a good

base for guerrilla activities; Schirmer, 1998). Escaping

all pervasive violence in the region, men, 20–30 years

old, first left San Lucas in 1982 for agricultural jobs in

Oregon and the Miami, Florida area. Migration to the
United States is now commonplace for many San Lucas

men (female migrants are rare). Only three families re-

ported that females from their household had migrated

during between 1992 and 2002.

4.3. Methods

In addition to relying on ethnographic research and
the voices of Ixcán residents, the results presented in this

section rest on a complete household census in San

Lucas (n = 156), a more detailed survey of sixty house-

holds, and 18 in-depth interviews. Results from the

household census and survey are linked to a plan of land

ownership in San Lucas in a Geographic Information

System (GIS) software package to better visualize and

map land use and land cover change over a 15-year per-
iod and to examine linkages between migration and land

use. This was a laborious process because two satellite

images of the area, land ownership maps, surveys, and

resident�s histories were tied in space using a global

positioning system. This time-intensive method, how-

ever, produces rewarding results. This method allows

researchers to explain the change seen in remotely

sensed images (in this case Landsat satellite data) with
social information gathered in surveys and interviews.

Moreover, social explanations of observed land use

and land cover change are not general (i.e., at the com-

munity level), but can provide insight into change at the

sub-parcel level (i.e., an area of land that measures 30 by

30 m).

Specifically, triangulating ethnographies, satellite

imagery, survey results, permits us, in this case, to doc-
ument a transformation from subsistence and small-

scale cash cropping to cattle raising that is intimately

linked to migration and migrant money.

4.4. Migration, land use, and land distribution in San

Lucas

Traditionally, farmers in San Lucas cultivate maize,
beans, and rice for subsistence—small surpluses reach

local markets and the revenues from sales provide



M.J. Taylor et al. / Geoforum 37 (2006) 41–61 47
families with capital for everyday purchases. Families

also cultivate and sell cardamom5 to supplement meager

earnings from maize and bean sales. The 156 families of

San Lucas (average household size hovers around 9.5)

always left the major part of their 30-ha land parcels

relatively untouched—they simply lacked resources to
exploit all the land and only employed about 1.5 ha

for subsistence crops (moving to a new patch of forest

every few years) and, at the most, 2 ha for perennial cash

crops like cardamom. When cardamom prices peaked,

as they did in the 1970s and early 1980s, farmers

cultivating cardamom reaped handsome profits, which

allowed settlers to realize the promised utopia of frontier

life in Ixcán. Indeed, settlers in Ixcán, despite their iso-
lation, enjoyed wealth unheard of in rural Guatemala

at the time (Manz, 1988). Feelings of optimism during

the ‘‘golden years’’ in San Lucas and Ixcán, buoyed by

large tracts of land and cardamom profits, soon

drowned in fluctuating and falling cardamom prices

and the sea of human massacres in northwestern Guate-

mala during the 1980s and early 1990s.

4.4.1. From cardamom to cattle

In the 1980s only five families from San Lucas raised

cattle on their land parcels. Taking the large step over

from cardamom cultivation to cattle corrals requires

large initial capital outlays. Pioneer investors in cattle

from San Lucas first made their money in cardamom.

For example, men in the cardamom trade (buying and

selling) own the largest herds in San Lucas (over 100
head each). These men buy fresh cardamom, dry the

seeds using firewood, and then truck the exportable

product to market towns. Other cattle prospectors in

the 1970s and 1980s started out small. Daniel Antonio,

after a good year in cardamom in 1978, cut down his

cardamom plantation and remaining forest and invested

in a few head of cattle: ‘‘That is how I started,’’ he sta-

ted, ‘‘just with a few head, and with much care those few
go making many cattle’’.

In 2002, however, involvement in the cattle business in

San Lucas is somewhat distinct—a full 61% of residents

own pasture and/or cattle. Of these 94 families connected

to the cattle business 57 families (61%) report that remit-

tances from a family member(s) in the United States dur-

ing the last 5 years eased their entry into the cattle trade

(Fig. 2). The household census also shows that 37 non-
migrant families are somehow involved in the cattle busi-
5 Scientific name: Elettaria cardamomum. Family: Zingiberaceae—

Ginger family. Dried fruit of cardamom, known as ‘‘the queen of

spices,’’ is used in curries, European pastries, and Arabic coffee.

Moreover, the oil extracted from the seeds is widely used in perfumes,

confections, and liqueurs. Guatemala, India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and

Thailand are the main exporters of this spice. Cardamom is the third

most expensive spice; only saffron and vanilla are more costly

(Missouri Botanical Gardens, 2002).
ness. These non-migrant families rent land to cattle own-

ers who need more land for larger herds. The fact that so

many non-migrant families are involved in the cattle

business requires more explanation: The household cen-

sus reveals that fourteen non-migrant families only con-

verted part of their parcel to pasture to rent to cattle
owners—they meet the demand for pasture by putting

what they deem ‘‘unproductive’’ land (i.e., soils to steep

and/or poor for crops) into pasture and charging cattle

owners U.S. $4 per head of cattle per month.

Quite simply, as new and old cattle ranchers emphat-

ically stress, ‘‘cattle needs initial capital to start because

you must pay to botar (literally, ‘‘drop’’ the forest), sem-

brar zacate (plant grass), alambrar (fencing), and finally,
al menos comprar un toro y una vaca buena! (at least buy

a bull and a good cow).’’ This initial capital now comes

from the United States. Lack of credit from Guatemalan

banks and the government forces farmers to look else-

where for their start in life—they look North.

The ties between migration and the cattle trade stand

out clearly in Adelio�s story. We took a break from

planting maize with digging sticks in a recently burnt
patch of forest and Adelio recounted with pride:

Half of my dad�s parcel is already in potrero (cattle
pasture). And all of this was done with money
from over there [United States]. I spent eight and
a half years in Miami in the flower/nursery busi-
ness working with the plants and then later with
the labels. When I returned in October last year
[2001] the first thing I did was build the house
where my parents and I now live. Also, with the
money I paid to have land on the parcel cleared
and planted in grass. It was only a few months
ago that they [workers] put the fences up. The idea
is this August [2002], when the grass gets big with
the rains, we�ll rent out the pasture to people with
cattle at a price of thirty Quetzales [U.S. $4] per
month per head. The section of the parcel that
we were planting in maize now, and other, yet to
be cleared land, will also be put to pasture and
fences. The goal is to have three separate pastures
to rotate the cattle—maybe have 30 at a time and
that we come up with about Q900 [U.S. $115] a
month. We are doing this because this is not good
land—not as good as my brother�s, which we will
save to plant maize and beans. His land is more
fertile. Maybe, if prices keep on going up for land
in pasture, we�ll sell the parcel and concentrate on
the coffee and cardamom on other land I bought
up near our home town of Barillas. A parcel that
is just forested may sell for about Q100, 000
[U.S. $11,500], whereas a parcel with all the work
done and in good pasture can fetch Q150, 000 or
more [about U.S. $19,000]. Other migrants who
are really into cattle buy the land or sometimes
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Fig. 2. Land use in San Lucas, Ixcán. Based on a complete household census, household surveys, in-depth interviews, and Thematic Mapper Satellite

data from 2000. Each ‘‘regular’’ land parcel measures about 500 by 600 m—30 ha.
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men from Soloma or Barillas in Huehue [the
department of Huehuetenango], who have several
sons in the States, come down from the mountains
and make offers on our land.

Later, after leaving thousands of maize seeds three to

a hole in a charred field, we returned to Adelio�s house
to suck on sweet pineapple slices. Revived, Adelio

donned his rubber boots and made for his dad�s pasture.
In the field a cow is in celos (heat) and Adelio wanted to
make sure his bull paid attention. Clearly then, census

results and everyday actions of San Lucas residents tell

the story about the linkages between international

migration and the transformation of forest and carda-

mom fields to cattle pasture.
4.4.2. Land concentration in the hands of migrants:

Locals and outsiders

The mention of outsiders buying land in San Lucas,

and Ixcán in general, brings us to our next migration-re-

lated change on land in Guatemala—distribution.

Slowly, land in San Lucas and Ixcán concentrates in
the hands of migrant families. Migrants from San Lucas

and from areas outside Ixcán buy land. In San Lucas,

for example, twelve migrant families own 28 parcels be-

tween them—some own up to four parcels. Another two

migrant families from San Lucas purchased additional

parcels in nearby communities. Non-migrant families

also buy additional land parcels, but to a lesser extent.

In San Lucas only four non-migrant families own an ex-
tra parcel, which they purchased from profits made from
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trading cardamom, working in the petroleum industry,

or as shop owners. Undoubtedly, land ownership is far

from the ‘‘one family, one parcel’’ egalitarian origins

in 1974. Moreover, owners of a second, third, or even

fourth parcel invariably turn the extra land into cattle

pasture. Only one migrant family uses their surplus land
in a unique fashion—following the example of an inter-

national non-governmental organization (Community

Housing Foundation) the head of the household dedi-

cated one 30-ha parcel to his own agroforestry project

where he planted thousands of hardwood tree saplings.

Sitting at the entrance to San Lucas while waiting for

a truck to take us to a nearby community to look at

land, Guadalupe Martı́nez explained how, and maybe
why, he purchased more land in Ixcán.

Look Matthew, I�ll tell you the truth and how
things work here. Right now I�m visiting from
West Palm Beach [Florida] where I have lived for
the last 13 years. First, I worked for a time in Syr-
acuse, New York picking lettuce and cabbage.
Now all of my family lives with me in Florida. I
work repairing canals and my wife prepares
lunches for about 20 men at $40 each per week.
She alone comes out with $300 profit a week. I
earn about $8.50 per hour and work 9 to 9.5 hours
a day and make about $360 a week. I tell you, the
first thing I purchased with the money was cattle
and land! And now I am here again looking for
more land near Santiago, Ixcán. If I can buy a par-
cel of 42 manzanas [30 ha] for Q125,000 [U.S.
$16,000) I�ll do so today and see if it is good for
cardamom. You understand that cardamom gives
better money than cattle if the land is good. The
only thing about cattle is that you have to be with
them every day or pay some cowboys who are
expensive and only go to check the cattle twice a
week when you pay for every day—cabrones (bas-
tards). Cardamom requires less care, but the land
must be good and not too hot.

Guadalupe wrapped up by saying ‘‘you�ve seen it in

the States, there you have no land, but look at me

here—right now I�m off to buy 30 ha! Yes, I tell you

man, here you are your own boss.’’ Many migrant

men share Guadalupe�s ideals, motivation, aspirations,

and actions. Indeed, many men in San Lucas emphasize

that the relationship between cattle and migration is far
from coincidental. The household census from San

Lucas shows an increase in migration and the amount

of families connected to the cattle business (Fig. 2). This

relationship as it stands is not causal, but in-depth inter-

views and detailed household surveys provide additional

evidence that firmly root changes in land use and own-

ership in migrants and their money from el Norte.

Migration and migra dollars drive the conversion from
cardamom to cattle. The direct words of Oswaldo sum
up the relationship: ‘‘Look, you see patches of forest

here and there, but with more people migrating that will

soon disappear. The only reason for the forest patches

you see is that we were slowed down by the war—we

could not migrate or come out to clear our parcels. If

it were not for the war all that you see would be
pasture.’’

4.4.3. Why cattle?

We now know that international migration permits

migrants to buy more land and to get a start in the cattle

business. But why do migrants prefer cattle to carda-

mom or any other crop? The men of San Lucas who

meet late every afternoon in the center of the community
to talk about cattle, cardamom, maize, rain, poor roads,

and lack of potable water provide primarily economic

reasons for the choice of cattle over cardamom. The

men state that 0.7 ha of cardamom on San Lucas soils

and elevation produces about 30 quintales [hundred

weights] of green cardamom, which even at a low price

of U.S. $38 per quintal gives the farmer about $1150

for his effort. A mere five to ten miles to the south, in-
creased elevation and precipitation allow farmers to har-

vest 240 quintales from 0.7 ha—resulting in a gross

income of $9200. From this amount, cardamom growers

must pay pickers from the highlands U.S. $0.13 per

pound of cardamom and provide room and board. This

reduces net profit to about $6080—still a handsome in-

come for rural Guatemalans.

Given cardamom economics we must again ask, why
cattle? In San Lucas, men report that profits from cattle

can double income from cardamom—provided a sub-

stantial initial investment and a stable herd size of at

least 20 head. A cattle owner need only sell four head

a year to equal profits from cardamom. Parcel owners

stress that to grow more cardamom requires labor—sur-

prisingly, a ready supply of labor is problematic in Ixcán

because most people own sizeable plots of land. More-
over, San Lucas residents report that it is now harder

to grow cardamom in their community. Why? Quite

simply, in their words, ‘‘it burns. Por el ganado (because

of the cattle) there is less humidity and shade and

the plant just does not produce any more because of

this’’.

Parcel owners also state that the cattle market is sta-

ble and indeed prices creep up every year. Demand for
beef in Guatemala�s growing urban areas provides

incentive for Ixcán farmers to invest in cattle. Once a

week a cattle truck from Huehuetenango makes a peril-

ous decent from the high Cuchumatanes Mountains into

the steamy lowlands of Ixcán expressly to buy cattle in

San Lucas. The return ascent of a mere 170 km takes

two days over steep, slick, muddy, gear grinding, and

lurching mountain roads. During this odyssey the ani-
mal cargo reduces its weight by fifty pounds per animal,

but profits makes this hardy trade viable.
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Economic and ecologic (more cattle in San Lucas cre-

ates a positive feedback into even more cattle because

micro-climate changes prevent cardamom cultivation)

logic explains why migrant and non-migrant families

turn to cattle for sustenance. We now understand how,

in some regions of Guatemala, international migration
and migra-dollars play an important role in the transfor-

mation of land use, land distribution, and livelihood

transformation from cash and subsistence cropping to

cattle raising.
6 These numbers have varied from census to census, but these

inconsistencies may be due to attitudinal changes or assumptions made

by those conducting or locally directing the census.
5. San Pedro Pinula: Ladino and indigenous relations in

the transnational sphere

San Pedro Pinula residents first migrated to the Uni-

ted States in the late 1960s. Now, especially strong trans-

national ties unite San Pedro Pinula with its migrant

community in Boston, Massachusetts. In this section

we describe how international migration impacts ethnic

relations in a bicultural community of Ladinos and

Maya in Eastern Guatemala. For many community
members transnational migration reinforces inherent

racism while at the same time creates new spaces for res-

idents to discuss, confront, and transform Maya-Ladino

relations.

5.1. The Maya and Ladinos of the East

San Pedro Pinula is a municipality with a 55,000

strong population in the Eastern Highlands of Guate-

mala. This region is identified as the Oriente (Eastern re-

gion)—a region of Guatemala dominated by Ladinos.

Even so, the Oriente contains various indigenous
groups, such as the Chortı́ and the Eastern Pokomam.

Various ethnographies on the Chortı́ (Wisdom, 1940;

Metz, 1995, 1998) and the Pokomam (Tumin, 1952; Gil-

len, 1951) document their lives, but generally the Maya

of the Oriente remain outside the familiar focus of Maya

cultural studies—the western highlands of Guatemala.

Detailed documentation of Ladino life in Eastern Gua-

temala is equally scarce. Again, most research focuses
on the twenty or so Maya groups of the western

highlands.

This research on the Eastern Pokomam Maya of San

Pedro Pinula was conducted over an 18-month period

between 2001 and 2002. This section of the paper is based

on over twenty in-depth interviews, participant observa-

tion, and several focus groups sessions with both local

Ladinos and the Pokomam Maya. Results also rest on
3 months of research and over a dozen in-depth inter-

views with migrant family members of those interviewed

in Guatemala in the migrant destinations of Boston and

Providence, Rhode Island. While this section emphasizes

Ladinos� perspective on the migration-driven changes to

the community, Maya groups hold a similarly strong
reaction to these changes—many of which, due to lack

of space, cannot be more fully explored.

5.2. San Pedro Pinula

San Pedro Pinula�s population is 98% Pokomam
Maya. Ladinos, who control politics, economics, and

land in the municipality, make up the remaining 2% of

the population.6 San Pedro Pinula�s municipal seat is,

quite simply, also named San Pedro Pinula (hereafter re-

ferred to as Pinula). The town serves as a general gath-

ering point, supply depot, and bureaucratic center for

the predominantly rural population of the municipality.

The Pokomam Maya live in 46 villages and hamlets nes-
tled in the mountains surrounding Pinula. Most Ladinos

reside in the town, and even though they make up about

10% of the town�s population, they dominate all aspects

of Pinula life.

Anthropologist John Gillen and sociologist Melvin

Tumin conducted ethnographic research in nearby San

Luis Jilotepeque in the 1950s, but no past work on Pin-

ula exists. We can, however, draw some information
about ethnic relations from Tumin�s work in San Luis

Jilotepeque. He described the relationship between

Indians and Ladinos as a ‘‘state of peaceful tension’’

(Tumin, 1952, vii). Tumin portrayed relations between

the two groups as ‘‘castelike in character’’ and noted

that their social system worked in ‘‘a type of equilib-

rium.’’ (Tumin, 1952, p. 59). Though both Tumin and

Gillen documented in great detail the disparities be-
tween Ladinos and Pokomam, they felt these relations

were complementary.

Sixty year later, the general sense of small-town tran-

quility belies underlying tensions in the town�s history

and everyday discourse. In fact, through time the battle

for scarce resources created hostility between Ladinos

and indians and the ‘‘peaceful tension’’ that Tumin de-

scribed, often erupted into violence. In general, we con-
cur with Tumin and Gillen�s findings about the rigid

ethnic and social structure that govern Maya and Ladi-

no relations, but disagree on their assessment of ethnic

accord in this eastern region.

Ladinos in Pinula dominate the economy: raising cat-

tle, making cheese, running the formal businesses, and

owning most of the land in and around Pinula. Ladinos

traditionally depend on Maya labor to maintain their
lifestyle and rent land to the Pokomam in exchange

for labor and a share of the maize and bean harvest.

While Ladinos are the dominant ethnic group in Guate-

mala, ethnic divisions are particularly deep-seated in

Pinula, as large populations of Maya are drowned in a
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sea of Ladinos, with little access to land and limited eco-

nomic possibilities. On the surface, daily social interac-

tions between Maya and Ladinos are formal and

pleasant and make their colonially inherited relationship

bearable as well as functional. Yet racism and discrimi-

nation are part and parcel of the everyday reality and
reaffirm the state�s national race order that places the

Ladino as racially and socially superior. Though Pinula

did not suffer the same levels of political oppression as

many other parts of Guatemala, especially in the Wes-

tern Highlands, Pinula has not escaped past surges in

violence or its present threat.
5.3. Ladino migration to the United States

Migration from Pinula to the United States began in

the late 1960s. The stories of the first Ladino migrants

make up part of local lore in Pinula. Residents recount

how the first ‘‘adventurers’’ found a willing gringo in

Mexico to take them as far as his final destination—Bos-

ton, Massachusetts. Oral histories reveal that family

feuds may have propelled the first sojourners to seek ref-
uge on foreign soil. To subsequent young Ladino mi-

grants, migra dollars offered the chance to escape from

familial and parental dependence—return Ladino mi-

grants soon purchased their own land and cattle. Vio-

lence in the 1970s during Guatemala�s civil war also

added migrants to the economically driven stream of

workers. During the tense years of civil unrest in the

1970s more Ladinos obtained tourist visas to join family
and friends in Boston, New York, and Los Angeles. In

the eighties, the migrant stream flourished as migration

to the United States became the norm for young Ladi-

nos after school graduation.

While Ladinos fled to the United States, local Poko-

mam Maya remained and many males endured military

service. Many Pokoman males fell victim to military

round-ups, but others saw military jobs as a better op-
tion than working for ‘‘los ricos’’ in the town. Many

men, as young as 14, left their villages in Pinula to serve

alongside indigenous peoples from other regions of

Guatemala. During the 1980s, the war escalated in the

Western Highlands and Maya men from Pinula were of-

ten sent to the heaviest battle zones, such as Ixcán, the

Ixil triangle in Quiché, and Petén. Since the Peace

Accords were signed in 1996, many ex-soldiers now
add to the migration flow north. As one young man

stated,

I really wasted my time in the army. I thought I
would receive training or learn some skills. Before
you could get work in the city as a Congressional
bodyguard, but since the Peace Accords there is no
work for ex-soldiers. I spent all that time for noth-
ing. I am going to the states because there is noth-
ing here for me.
5.4. Indigenous entrance in the migrant stream:

The importance of patron-client relations

The Pokomam of San Pedro Pinula entered the inter-

national migration stream in the late 1980s. Patron-

client relations that govern Ladino and Maya interac-
tions in the pueblo (town) often worked to the advantage

of the Maya when a local Ladino patron helped his

clients (workers) migrate to Boston. For example, Car-

los administered the family farm after his father passed

away. Like many young Ladinos, Carlos was poor in

terms of ready cash—all the family wealth lay in fixed

capital like land. Carlos left the farm in his younger

brothers� charge and used family connections to migrate
to Boston. Before he left for the United States, several of

his mozos (wage laborers) begged him to take them

along. Once in Boston, although his family adamantly

objected, Carlos managed to lend several Maya the

money for their journey through Mexico. Upon their ar-

rival to Boston he provided them with a place to stay,

janitorial positions at a prestigious Boston university,

and assistance in political asylum applications. From
these first few Maya migrants who utilized patron-client

relations, their home village became the first to send

many men to the United States.

Carlos� mother blames her son for what she sees as

the ‘‘demise’’ of the community:

If it weren�t for my son, none of those inditos

(damn little indians) would have anything. They
wouldn�t be driving their fancy pick-up trucks or
their women sitting around getting fat while they
wait for their dollars to arrive. The indians are lazy
and they no longer want to work for us [Ladinos].
They have lost respect for the old ways.

Most Ladinos in Pinula feel that Maya migration

produces ‘‘lazier’’ and ‘‘less respectful’’ indians. Despite

this disparaging view of the Maya and migration, Ladi-

nos do not let their opinions interfere with their business
acumen—Ladino patrons, including Carlos� mother,

underwrite Maya migration by providing high interest

loans. When Pokomam Maya want to join their rela-

tives in the United States they solicit their patrons for

loans. Money lending is now big business in Pinula be-

cause interest rates stand at 10–20% per month on loans

of several thousand U.S. dollars. When Pokomam folk

run behind on payments, Ladinos seize homes and the
small parcels of land that were put up as collateral on

loans.

5.5. Maya migration and increased ethnic divisions

Since Carlos started the movement of his workers to

the United States in the late 1980s, Maya migration

spread like wildfire through the indigenous communities
of San Pedro Pinula. Pokomam Maya prefer migrating
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to the United States than working for Ladinos, migrat-

ing to the city, or joining the army. The lack of Maya

laborers and increased capital in the hands of the Maya

makes Ladinos uneasy—they see their traditional power

over indians eroded by mass Maya international

migration.
Local discourse emphasizes these divides. Terms such

as Indios Lamidos, or Indios Perdidos, illustrate how

Ladinos feel about returning indigenous migrants who

think they are better than the position local social struc-

tures ascribe to them. Indio Lamido, traditionally de-

scribed indians who socialized with Ladinos but ‘‘then

begin to think they are just like Ladinos and act like they

are something they are not and even go as far as wanting
to be with Ladina women.’’ These individuals were al-

ways tolerated but never fully accepted by local society.

In the current context, Indios Lamidos and Indios Perdi-

dos refer to indian return migrants or remittance-receiv-

ing relatives who wear Western manufactured dress,

drive cars and pick-up trucks, and who generally expect

equal treatment.

5.6. Rapid return of Pokomam Maya to the migrant

circuit

Most Ladinos complain that indigenous migrants re-

turn to spend their money overzealously on elaborate

housing and fancy cars. Indian ‘‘stupidity’’ and ‘‘inabil-

ity’’ to handle the responsibility that comes with earning

dollars, Ladinos believe, is the reason why Maya men
rapidly return to the migrant circuit. While Ladino

migrants average only one trip to the United States,

Maya who arrive with the goal of staying in their natal

communities often re-enter the migrant circuit within

1–2 years. Even though Maya migration is only a decade

old, interviews and surveys for this research reveal that

repeat migration is more common among the Maya

population.
Ladinos disparagingly remark that rapid return to

the United States by the Maya is due to their incompe-

tence. This research, however, points to the low initial

resource base of Maya and Ladino monopoly over via-

ble income generation in Pinula as reasons why Maya

must return the United States. Attempts by the Maya

to invest in local income-generating activities are often

suppressed or frustrated by Ladino control over land,
material resources, and information.

5.7. Ladino monopoly over cattle and land

In San Pedro Pinula cattle ranching stands as an

important symbol of wealth and power that is domi-

nated by the Ladino sector of society. Attempts to invest

in cattle by Maya migrant returnees are thwarted by
lack of access to large blocks of land necessary to sup-

port cattle. In the eyes of aspiring indian cattle ranchers,
Ladinos take advantage of small Maya landholdings

and their general ignorance about cattle administration.

One Ladino, however, offered his view of Ladino-indian

interaction around cattle ranching:

I tried explaining to this indito [damn little indian]
how to raise the cattle. I was trying to help him out
and explain to him how you raise and feed them,
what time of year you have to do this and how
to buy and sell. But the indians are as bad as us.
We don�t trust them and neither do they trust us.
Even though I was telling him the truth he didn�t
listen to me. I sold him calves in the winter [rainy
season] and when the summer came I had to buy
them back at half the price. The poor things were
starving. The indian gave up and left again for the
states soon after.

While the Maya normally work in the cattle industry

as laborers and corraleros (foot cowboys), local and

countrywide cattle cartels hinder Maya access to the cat-

tle trade. Ladinos raise most of their revenues, not from

milk or cheese production, but by buying and selling

cattle among local families and Ladinos from the Petén
and the coast. As long as Ladinos maintain control over

land and the cattle industry, cattle will remain a Ladino

dominated activity.

Ladinos, in contrast to Maya return migrants, be-

cause of existing structures and traditions can devote

their migra-dollars to long-term investments such as cat-

tle production and local businesses. Remittances aid the

purchase of more cattle and extensive tracts of land
from relatives at relatively low prices. While the Maya

pay as much as Q8000 ($1000) for a three-quarter hect-

are plot, Ladinos obtain the same land at a fraction of

the price and in larger quantities by purchasing land

through their families or receiving advances on their

inheritances. Lower class Ladinos, without family ties

to land resources, generally opt to start local businesses

related to home construction, such as hardware and
building supply stores that cater to the burgeoning,

migration-spurred home construction boom. Some

Maya returnees also set up small businesses, but they re-

main traditional enterprises within the accepted sphere

of indian occupations, such as tailoring, small general

goods stores, and liquor sales.

5.8. Maya remittance use to purchase Ladino land

Maya who return from the United States generally

invest in home construction and land purchases for

maize and bean cultivation. They buy land in small par-

cels, averaging from 1 to 7 ha. Maya acquire land from

local Ladino landowners. Some Maya elders see the

irony in migration and the purchase of land by Maya

men with money from the United States. They explain
that the United States is so wealthy because its people
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originally stole all Guatemala�s riches years ago and

transferred the booty north. These Maya elders interpret

current migration patterns as a way to return pilfered

indigenous lands. Colonial manuscripts confirm that

the lands around Pinula were once communally owned

by the Pokomam Maya, who were eventually co-opted
by immigrating Ladino families in the 1800s (AGCA,

1981; 1814, 1818; Feldman, 1981; IGN, 1983). An elder

Maya man, when commenting on migration and its im-

pacts in his hometown, said, ‘‘my children are forced to

travel far to work, but it�s good because now we can buy

[back] what was stolen from us in the past’’. Maya mi-

grants return to Pinula with a new found pride in own-

ing land. Moreover they feel that their experience from
the United States frees them from their dependence on

Ladino landowners for their livelihood.
5.9. Attitudes of Ladinos toward Maya migrants

Ladino landowners and return migrants do not share

Maya positive attitude about United States migration

experiences. Ladino landowners think migration results
in ‘‘lazy,’’ ‘‘disrespectful,’’ and ‘‘uncooperative’’ Indi-

ans. Years ago, landowners experienced no trouble find-

ing mozos (laborers) to work their lands in exchange for

part of the harvest. Before migration took Maya men to

the United States, most Pokomam Maya worked a med-

ias (sharecropping) with their patrons. This arrangement

gave Maya access to land in exchange for a set amount

of days to work on the patron�s fields and a share of the
harvest. Sharecropping creates a social relationship that

places the Maya at the beck and call of the patron.

When a patron needs his fields tended or fences fixed,

he calls on his mozo. Patrons complain that in recent

years client-patron relationships deteriorated and they

now encounter problems finding good arrendantes or

mediantes (renters or sharecroppers). Ex mozos now pre-

fer to work their own land purchased with migra dollars
or to use remittances to pay elevated rental prices. In

other words, migra dollars free Maya men from tradi-

tional binding labor obligations with Ladinos. In the

past decade, Ladinos report a significant loss in number

of workers and an associated loss in land productivity.

Resentment towards Maya access to migra dollars go

beyond the need for labor. Ladino return migrants also

complain about changing indian attitudes and behav-
iors. Don Fulano, a Ladino return migrant, remembers

an incident that exemplifies this sentiment.

I remember I had a fight [in the United States] with
some stupid indian from the village. We were
washing dishes together in a seafood restaurant
in Cambridge. He told me that here in the States
I wasn�t any better than him so I better stop acting
creı́do [stuck-up]. I told him that even though we
were the same to gringos, we both knew, no matter
what, that I was a schoolteacher and he would
always be an indian.

Don Fulano felt superior to Maya people and he did

not sympathize with North American racial categories

that lump all Latin Americans, Ladinos and Maya alike,

into the same category. He returned to Pinula after earn-

ing enough money to feel secure about never working in

the United States again.

While rural female Maya migration is still relatively

rare, Ladina women do migrate to the United States, al-
beit to a lesser extent than men. Female Ladino retur-

nees expressed strong opinions about their reasons for

return to Guatemala. Primarily, they returned to be with

family, but significantly they also mentioned a desire to

return to their positions of privilege in Pinula. Adela, a

young upper-class Ladina, recounted her negative

migration experience as a chambermaid in the United

States. When her younger brother decided to migrate
North she warned him that he would return soon,

I know how it is there. I worked as a hotel maid—
can you believe that? I told my brother that he
wouldn�t like working under anyone. Like the rest
of us in this family, we are used to being the boss.
Here he is the Patron and there he will be nothing.
There I was just a maid. Here I am the Patrona.

Adela, like many Ladinos from Pinula, did not take

pleasure in her experience working in the United States

and she cherishes her high status back in the home com-

munity. For many Ladinos, working as a migrant means

accepting downgrades in social levels, which is often

viewed as not worth the dollars they earn. Many Ladi-

nos see little need to go to the United States and view

migration as an adventure and capital-building exercise
rather than as a necessity. For Adela, like many Ladi-

nos, returning to Pinula represents a return to the high

status bestowed upon them from birth.
5.10. Inter-ethnic marriages

International migration also results in the opening of

a once covert and rare activity—inter-ethnic relations
and marriages. Inter-ethnic relations always existed be-

tween Ladino patrons and Maya servants. Illegitimate

children (hijos de casa) joined the ranks of their indian

mothers. Formalized unions between Ladinos and the

Maya are, however, new to the community. These rela-

tionships usually develop in the United States away

from parental and community controls, and bring to-

gether Ladino men and urban Maya women. Con-
versely, inter-ethnic marriages in San Pedro Pinula

generally unite urban Maya return migrants males with

local Ladina women.

Community members often view these marriages as

racially offensive and degenerate and attribute such
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unions to greediness and witchcraft. Families caught in

the middle of these trans-ethnic love affairs accuse one

another of engaging in brujerı́as (witchcraft). On a few

occasions I (Rodman Ruı́z) became unwittingly caught

in the middle of inter-ethnic family conflicts. Because I

often took photographs of Pinula residents, people re-
quested that I photograph migrants on my visits to the

Boston area. Although I knew photographs often

formed the material base for casting spells, my naiveté

was shattered when a Maya woman arrived at my door

after my return from a Christmas trip to the United

States—she requested the photographs I took of her

son in Boston. Prior to our meeting she received a phone

call from her son, who expressed that the photographs
that I took of him and his wife in Boston would be given

to his mother-in-law. The Maya woman at my doorstep

explained that if the photographs fell into the wrong

hands they might be used to harm her son, who purport-

edly bewitched his Ladino wife into falling in love with

him. As it turned out, the respective mothers in this in-

ter-ethnic marriage were involved in accusations of

witchcraft since their children united in the United
States years before. On other occasions Ladino mothers

asked me to obtain photos of the inditas putas (indian

whores) who stole their Ladino sons away into impure

marriages—I politely declined these requests.

5.11. Changing Ladino and Maya Ethnic relations

International migration undoubtedly plays a role in
shaping ethnic relations in San Pedro Pinula. Tradi-

tional patron-client relations eased Maya entry into

the migrant circuit, but these very same relations and

rigid traditional social structures prevent Maya entry

into Ladino-dominated economic activities. Paradoxically,

inter-ethnic marriages and the equalizing influences of

U.S.-racial categories, which ignore Maya and Ladino

differences, create a new environment in Pinula whereby
younger migrants challenge long-standing ethnic di-

vides. The resulting ethnic tensions and inter-ethnic

dynamics in San Pedro Pinula illustrate yet another

change that international migration brings to Guatema-

lan livelihoods and places—albeit a gradual change that

is tempered by 500 years of Ladino-dominated society.
6. Gendered transformations in Guatemala

In this section, we draw on the gender and migration

literature to explore how migration brings about

changes in gender relations and roles in Ladino and

Maya communities. By doing so, it forces us to examine

orthodoxies surrounding gender ideologies in Guate-

mala and other developing countries that experience
large population flows to the United States. Increas-

ingly, transnational migration scholars look at how gen-
der configures and is in turn reconfigured due to

international migration (e.g., Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994;

Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991; Mahler, 1999; Hirsch,

2003). The work presented here also considers whether

and how migration affirms and structures gender. This

section is not about stay-at-home women. It is not about
caretakers and how the social reproductive labor is

organized. And it is not about how social relationships

alter between parents, caretakers, and children (else-

where this topic is treated extensively, see Moran-Tay-

lor, in preparation). Rather, it is about those who go

and those who return with the idea to stay. More specif-

ically, it is about how gender relations, roles, and ideolo-

gies in migrant households may change due to social
remittances (i.e., the ideas, beliefs, and attitudes that

migrants bring back home, see Levitt, 1998, 2001).

Before turning our attention to the intersection of gen-

der and transnational migration, we first provide a brief

migration history from both communities addressed in

this section. We then examine how international migra-

tion affects traditional gender roles and relations in two

transnational towns in Guatemala—Gualán and San
Cristóbal.

6.1. U.S.-Bound migration from Gualán and

San Cristóbal

The discussion that follows is based on cross-cultural

and cross-regional fieldwork conducted in Guatemala

over a period of 18 months with folks in the sending
communities of Gualán, in the department of Zacapa,

and San Cristóbal in the department of Totonicapán.

Migrants from Gualán head mainly to Los Angeles,

California. San Cristóbaleños, in contrast, migrate pri-

marily to Houston, Texas (Moran-Taylor, 2003). While

past comparative studies of migrant and non-migrant

communities have insightfully shown migration-related

changes on gender (e.g., Georges, 1990), such a research
strategy is not possible in Guatemala. In Guatemala

migration is institutionalized and touches, in one way

or another, all Guatemalan villages, towns, and cities.

Migrants originating from Gualán and San Cristóbal

(each with a municipal population of about 30,000) ini-

tially ventured northward to the United States in the

mid to late 1960s. Migration increased in the 1970s,

and thereafter, well-established transnational ties ensure
a steady stream of migrants hailing north from both

localities today. The socio-demographic composition

of the U.S.-bound migrant flow emerges as a clear differ-

ence between both communities. More women journey

North from the Ladino town of Gualán than those from

Maya-dominated San Cristóbal. In both places, how-

ever, situated at opposite ends of the country and repre-

sentative of distinctive ethnic identities, international
migration pervades everyday talk and almost all house-

holds remain tightly linked to a Guatemalan community
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in the United States. Importantly, these Guatemalan

families rely heavily on the cash remittances sent from

loved ones working abroad for their daily survival.

6.2. Patriarchy and migration

Patriarchy is generally defined as male dominance

over female labor and sexuality (Hartman, 1981). And,

as in many other Latin American countries, social life

in Guatemala remains largely governed by traditional
patriarchal norms. Women are usually shunted to the

private sphere. In other words, women�s activities lar-

gely become limited to a narrow domestic realm of

cleaning, cooking, and caring for children. Distinctions

between private and public spaces in Guatemala�s coun-
tryside gradually erode as more women attend school,

further their education in Guatemala City (the capital),

enter the work force, control their reproductive lives
(through contraception), and/or acquire a broader

awareness of human and women�s rights, particularly

in the aftermath of the 1996 Peace Accords and the in-

flux of foreign NGOs. In short, because of these social

and cultural changes, as many Gualantecas and San

Cristobaleñas put it, ‘‘today Guatemalan women are

becoming more despiertas (awakened).’’ Undoubtedly,

transnational migration injects new ideas and material
capital into both Gualán and San Cristóbal, which are

traditionally male-driven places. In turn, this shift al-

lows, in varying ways and degrees, a change in power

relations among women in private and public domains.

Prevailing gender ideologies and norms of women typi-

cally relegated to the domestic versus public arena play a

vital role here in how gendered spheres are viewed. And

while much feminist scholarship critiques this binary
model (e.g., Ehlers, 1991, 2000), it continues to be cen-

tral in how many Guatemalans organize their daily real-

ities and spaces.

A common refrain in Guatemala is that ‘‘el machismo

abunda aquı́ ’’ (machismo abounds here). Gualantecos

say that their department [Zacapa] constitutes the most

machista (patriarchal) place in the country. Newly ac-

quired wealth, or U.S. money migrants bring back from
their northward ventures, also influences the divergent

ways some returnees behave, particularly males embrac-

ing a greater sense of power and social status in their

home community (see also Goldring, 1998). Elvin, a

male returnee in his early twenties eloquently summa-

rized attitudes of many returnees, vienen más brincones

(they come back more ready to pick up fights). ‘‘Per-

haps,’’ he added after some contemplation, ‘‘much of
this machismo stuff is something that they have learned

from the Mexicans over there. They [Mexicans] are

really machistas, ’’ Elvin blurted. Others mentioned that

returnees ‘‘don�t let anyone step over them and often

carry themselves as if they were big cocks.’’ Returnees

in Gualán, for example, gather in cantinas (bars) where
new money is spent on alcohol and women. Then, emu-

lating America�s Old West male returnees are quicker

than other locals to solve any misunderstandings or con-

flicts that may crop up simply with a show or use of

pistols.7

Stay-at-home Ladino and Maya women often view
men who come back from the United States in the fol-

lowing terms: ‘‘they leave all humilditos (humble) and

then when they return they are all full of airs.’’ A young,

Ladina non-migrant remarked that males returned more

machista from the United States because they acted

more jealous toward their wives. She added, ‘‘when mi-

grants leave women behind for too long they return

thinking that perhaps certain things have happened dur-
ing their long absence.’’ Repeatedly, Gualantecos and

San Cristobaleños indicated that many male returnees

tend to be spendthrifts and drink up their hard-earned

cash, particularly in the case of Ladinos in Gualán.

Overall, locals in Gualán and San Cristóbal say that

many returnees (both male and female) come back more

confident and arrogant. These attitudes help shape how

gender relations and ideologies unfold in Guatemalan
Ladino and Maya communities.

6.3. Female empowerment and migration

Because Ladina and Maya women increasingly par-

ticipate in international migration, albeit to a lesser ex-

tent in San Cristóbal than in Gualán, their views

about traditional gender roles, relations, and ideologies
at home inevitably change. Women now act out their

wants and needs more dynamically. Such an attitudinal

change is particularly evident when female migrants in

the United States, who find themselves working and

earning U.S. dollars, do not want to become dependent

on their husbands if they return to their home commu-

nities. Also, women�s exposure to American culture im-

bues them with novel ways of perceiving and acting out
their male–female interactions. As others show (e.g.,

Pessar, 1995) this exposure and employment experience

often helps Guatemalan female migrants break away

from the shackles embedded in traditional gender

norms.

According to narratives and survey data collected for

this study, international migration offers a clear option

to Ladina and Maya women who have endured years
of hardship under physically abusive husbands. The

U.S. escape valve does not surface without complica-

tions, because, even though women may desire a life

away from abusive husbands, other ties bind women

to their homes in Guatemala. Some migrant mothers,
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for instance, cannot resist the emotional pull of their

children and return to their home communities. Despite

the strong patriarchal constraints faced at home and the

emotional hardships of leaving children behind, increas-

ingly women migrate to seek more tranquil, stable lives,

and economic independence. Such migrant flows, how-
ever, are more pervasive among young and middle-aged

women, as well as many unwed mothers, in the eastern

Ladino–dominated community of Gualán.

Once in the United States, female migrants not only

feel that they gain greater gender equity, but also a

greater awareness of how to cope with marital violence.

A Gualanteca returnee in her late thirties, for instance,

explained: ‘‘Because the laws in the United States pro-
tect females, then men are afraid of lifting a finger

against us. They are afraid to go to jail and to be de-

ported. But here [Guatemala], since there are no laws

helping women, then men take advantage of this and

feel free to belt us.’’ Similarly, Quique, another Ladino

returnee in his late forties, commented that in the United

States men could not even lift their voice against

women. ‘‘You can�t,’’ he asserted, ‘‘because the first
thing a woman does over there [United States] is dial

911 and they [the police] then take you bien penqueado

(beaten to death) to jail.’’ Like Hirsch (2003) observes,

such remarks reveal how domestic violence takes on

new meanings in the United States. Equally important,

the ideas that returnees bring back about domestic

violence and state intervention may begin to influence

gender ideologies back home.

6.4. Return migration and gender parity

Though past studies that examine migration and gen-

der observe that in the home community women achieve

gender equity after their husband�s return to the home

community (see, for example, Grimes, 1998), the path

toward gender parity in Gualán and San Cristóbal is
torturous and makes for slow changes. Initial increases

in gender parity soon evaporate into the accepted gen-

dered norms of Guatemalan life (in both Gualán and

San Cristóbal). When Ladino and Maya male returnees

first arrive in their places of origin, especially during the

initial years, they seem more enthusiastic and likely to

contribute to household chores. Male returnees report

that they often change diapers, care for children, shop
in the market, wash dishes, and cook—decidedly female

concerns and tasks. Return migrants attribute such a

transformation to an exposure to American culture cou-

pled to the different lifestyles and hardships their compa-

triots endure while working and living in the United

States. Male migrants must be creative in their house-

hold division of labor to survive in the United States.

And, this practice often entails men taking a more active
role in household duties (see also Grimes, 1998). Like

other Latino migrants in the United States, when Ladi-
no and Maya migrants go North they face numerous

challenges and must contend with situations seldom

encountered in their communities of origin: sharing an

apartment with a dozen or more fellow countrymen,

performing their own household chores, procuring and

making their own food arrangements. These new experi-
ences in the United States influence their demeanor

towards what they previously may have considered

female social spaces. But also, this American exposure

provides male migrants with a novel understanding of

women�s roles in their places of origin in Guatemala,

albeit for a brief period upon their return.

Olinda, a stay-at-home female in her late twenties, ex-

plained how her husband changed after working in Los
Angeles for nearly a decade. Although her husband

strongly expresses his male dominance from time to time,

in other ways he appears open to help out with ‘‘women�s
things.’’ Olinda recounted, for example, how occasion-

ally she requests that her husband swing by the store

after work and purchase sanitary pads for her. ‘‘There

he brings it,’’ she said with a big, mischievous smile

across her face, ‘‘hidden, but he brings it. But then . . .
there are men here that forget it!’’ she said. ‘‘They don�t
even like to go out in public with their wife . . . why do

they even get married!’’ she exclaimed in dismay.

Eduardo�s case also illustrates changes in gender rela-

tions in Guatemala. He is a returnee in his mid forties

whose 8-year stay in the United States dramatically al-

tered his perspectives and behavior. Sitting on top of

several dozen 100-pound maize sacks neatly stacked in
the corner of his animal feed store, he related how his

migratory experiences influenced his life:

Back then I used to change my clothing two, even
three times per day and I used to wander around
very well pressed, but not anymore. Now, I know
that if my wife can�t press my clothes it�s because
she�s helping me in the store—then I don�t demand
such a request. My stay over there [United States]
truly made me a more sociable person. Here, I
have friends who have never left their home, their
town . . . so if their wife doesn�t serve them break-
fast they don�t eat. But me, if my wife is busy, I
prepare my own food, serve my children, and serve
her too.

To reiterate, changes in attitudes and behavior for

many male returnees (both Ladino and Maya) are often
short lived. Based on interviews and observations from

this study, after merely 1 or 2 years spouses, boyfriends,

and/or brothers revert to previous patriarchal ways.

They revert to traditional cultural norms held before

migrating to the United States.8
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6.5. Decision-making and power relations within the

household

In Guatemala males are typically the breadwinners

and locus of decision-making within the household. A

recurrent theme of locals in Gualán and San Cristóbal
is that: ‘‘el hombre es el que manda’’ (men wield author-

ity). Though Ladino and Maya community members in

both localities comment that household decision-mak-

ing represents a joint male–female venture, both sexes

of migrants and non-migrants concur that in the end,

males make the most important decisions, particularly

when it boils down to financial matters. Even when

males migrate and their wives remain behind, men often
continue to exercise their decision-making authority

from a distance. Findings from this study reveal that La-

dino and Maya men continue to determine how remit-

tances and any other monies should be spent within

and outside the household—regardless of how women

contribute to household expenses.9 Further, regular

remittances (upon which households in Guatemala rely

for daily survival) also enable male migrants to maintain
and reinforce their status as primary household heads.

Such an approach, then, discourages the emergence of

any gender parity in Guatemalan families and helps

reaffirm traditional gender relations.

When further exploring the issue of decision-making

within the household, contrasting ideas alluding to such

actual practice and social behavior emerged, particularly

among some Ladinos in Gualán. Coyly, folks admitted
that women held the household reins and dictated spou-

sal activities. Gualantecos pointed out that women were

more astute and knew how to handle matters better

(e.g., when it pertained to decision-making power in

the domestic sphere). A male returnee, for example,

commented:

The man can yell and beat his wife, but in the end
if the woman sobs, the man winds up doing what
she wants. Even if the male is very macho, he will
do whatever the female tells him. Also, this hap-
pens because of women�s subtlety, charisma, and
maturity . . . women have a certain level of matu-
rity that men just don�t have and can never catch
up with. Perhaps it�s because of the maternal
instinct, but it�s something that�s always present.

Similarly, Quique, a married, outspoken and success-
ful Ladino returnee assertively said: ‘‘Look, it�s like this.
Women allow their husbands to reprimand them in pub-

lic, but once within the confines of their own intimacy,
9 This also holds true with cases of international and internal

migration. For example, see Georges� (1990) study among U.S. bound

Dominican migrants, and more recently, Weinstein Bever�s (2002)

research on internal migration among the Yucatecan Maya from their

community of origin to Cancún.
then, the woman asserts control.’’ While such remarks

illustrate subtle variations in Maya and Ladino cultures,

nonetheless, they represent differences between both

communities.

6.6. Migration-related gender changes

The Ladino and Maya Guatemalan case demon-

strates that traditional patriarchal ideologies are neither

monolithic nor fixed as they can vary according to indi-

vidual social characteristics (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992).

Gender relations in Gualán and San Cristóbal are not

changing radically. Slow change results primarily be-

cause migration reinforces a long history of patriarchy
in the region. This realization does not negate evidence

indicating that some men do depart from their expected

male gender roles and relations (e.g., dominance over

women), although for a short period after coming back

home. Under the patriarchal constraints that permeate

and persist in Gualán and San Cristóbal women are lar-

gely left, as many people repeatedly mentioned, with ni

voz ni voto (neither voice or vote). Such remarks aptly
capture the attitude that many Ladino and Maya men

maintain towards women and highlight the ‘‘un-

changed’’ conditions enveloping the everyday lives of

many Guatemalan women.

Migration, then, provides women with options for

more independent, confident, and less submissive life

ways. In cases where females prefer to return and stay

in to their hometowns, this experience often endows
them with wisdom and confidence to challenge tradi-

tional gender roles. Even more importantly, transna-

tional migration provides an alternative to women

involved in abusive spousal relationships. Despite how

much women alter their views and identity—whether

due to migration or other social, cultural, and economic

forces operating at the local, regional, national and glo-

bal levels—this does not necessarily translate into a
change in their relationships with men. Migration is

driving fast and radical transformations in other facets

of Guatemalan society such as landscapes, schooling,

and rural development. But behind the new cinder-block

buildings and smoked-glassed windows of migrant-built

homes, gender roles and relations between men and

women remain relatively unchanged. Yes, we can point

to individual Ladina and Maya women who resist and
fight for change, however, we must temper these isolated

cases of resistances with the observation that most

females in Guatemala still remain largely dominated

by traditional patriarchal norms.

Quite simply, gender roles and relations in Guatemala

remain largely unchallenged. As others observe (e.g.,

Georges, 1990; Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991; Hagan,

1994), migration does little to strengthen women�s gender
roles and relations, particularly when analyzed from the

perspective of migrants� places of origin. It is a rare case
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where women translate their personal transformations

into new relationships with men, and at the same time,

it is a rare male who embarks on large departures from

entrenched macho actions and attitudes. Although wo-

men in Guatemala become aware of other options and

lifestyles, the rigid structure and social norms back home
in Guatemala do not permit women to act on their new

found freedom and desires for equality and change in

male–female relationships. Men still control most as-

pects of Guatemalan social life. Like the Maya in Pinula,

who run into a strong Ladino dominated social struc-

ture, women in migrant towns can only begin to slowly

chip away at long-standing social structures. Change is

in the air, but rapid and radical migration-induced
changes to male–female relationships and gender roles

remains a distant desire for most Guatemalan women

who continue the struggle just to survive—the struggle

for equality and fair treatment takes second place to pro-

viding food and shelter for children and elders.
7. Guatemalans, Guatemala, and international migration

International migration influences every aspect of

daily life in Guatemala. Migra dollars form the ‘‘bastion

of the economy’’ (Siglo Vientiuno, 2002), make informal

land-distribution possible (i.e., non-government funded

buying of land by landless folk and buying ‘‘back’’ of

land by the Maya), enhance the conversion from forest

to cattle pasture, and, at the same time create tension be-
tween Ladinos and indians when indians move up the

economic ladder. Moreover, international migration

and the information and freedom it provides to Guate-

malan women permits the gentle opening and relaxation

of the gender aperture. This paper illustrates how migra-

tion and remittances interact with land, ethnicity, and

gender in Guatemala. We did not focus on the minutia

of remittances (i.e., who gets what and how it is sent),
that is the topic of other studies and manuscripts. We

know that remittances are received on a large scale

and we wanted to examine the effects of remittances,

not how remittances arrive to the homeland. Rather,

we know that migration clearly permeates many facets

of Guatemalan culture, but we must temper our tempta-

tion to label this infiltration in the category of ‘‘radical

and rapid change’’ because new money and ideas from
the North run into 500 years of rigid ethnic and gender

relations. Our case studies from Gualán, San Cristóbal,

and San Pedro Pinula illustrate how the potential for in-

creased equity in gender and ethnic relations and land

reform is dampened by long-standing structures.

Regardless of the rate of change, we show how migra-

tion becomes the agent behind much social and cultural

change.
Migration-driven change in land use and land owner-

ship, however, proceeds rapidly. Massey et al. (1987)
also report an accumulation of land by migrants. Poko-

mam Maya in Pinula now slowly buy back land owned

by their ancestors and attempt to break into Ladino-

dominated cattle cartels. Ixcán migrants with migra dol-

lars buy more land and create cattle pasture, which in

turn incites non-migrants to convert part of their parcels
into pasture to support large migrant cattle herds. The

ramifications of the expanded cattle industry on Guate-

mala�s environment remains a topic open for explora-

tion. Also, in the face of land accumulation in the

hands of migrants, what awaits those rural landholders

pushed out by migrants with dollars?

How does this work fit in with research conducted by

other natural and social scientists investigating interna-
tional migration and agriculture? The results presented

from Ixcán support other case studies from Latin Amer-

ica that show how migration and remittances lead to

investment in agriculture because money from migration

permits families to overcome capital and labor con-

straints (e.g., Pessar, 1991; Jones, 1995; Durand et al.,

1996). Research in Ixcán does not support other argu-

ments showing how migration often leads to declines
in land under cultivation due to labor shortages or lack

of interest in the land, and investment in consumer items

and house construction (see Jokish, 2002 for a recent

summary of this debate). Primarily, families from San

Lucas invest in their land. They do this because their

plot sizes are significant (i.e., large) by Guatemalan stan-

dards (30 ha) and are worth improving. Yes, migrants

spend money on what others might consider frivolous
consumption items like clothes and cars, but migra dol-

lars are primarily directed towards the purchase of more

land and improvement of that land by any means possi-

ble—even if that means deforestation for cattle pasture.

In Pinula, however, Ladino landowners do report a

shortage of labor to work their land. Lack of labor to

work Ladino land may lead to less land in cultivation,

which may further encourage labor migration from
other regions of the country or changes in the way

the land is used. This is a topic open for future inves-

tigations of the type carried out by Taylor in Ixcán

(i.e., research that focuses on the land and environ-

mental consequences of migration). Only long-term

investigations that build on current work will tell the full

story.

Important, and almost impossible to avoid, is a dis-
cussion of our results in the context of the polarized

debate about the impact of remittances on local devel-

opment (see Conway and Cohen, 1998; Russell, 1986

for summaries of the debate). In the cases we illustrated

here, the ramifications of international migration on

home communities and countries are many and are

not restricted to the narrow field of development.

Migration-related change takes place in the commu-
nities we studied, especially for the families directly asso-

ciated with migration. However, just because a segment
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of the population benefits from financial and social

remittances does not mean that we see ‘‘development’’

of the community as a whole. Often, as is illustrated in

the communities we studied, the benefits of migration

are very much a family affair. Yes, other families and

individuals who are not directly associated with migra-
tion (i.e., they do not have, or have had, a family mem-

ber migrate) benefit in that they are employed by

migrant money and migrant stimulated enterprises

(e.g., construction, forest clearing, drivers, cowboys),

but the communities as a whole are not developing. If

we wanted to look at migration and development in

Guatemala, we would have to view development within

each community as piecemeal and family oriented.
Money is primarily devoted to family advancement.

Rarely are funds spent on any type of public community

improvement like roads, potable water projects, educa-

tion, parks, or sewage systems. Jones (1995) documents

a similar trend in Mexico. At this stage, we reiterate,

migration is an individual affair that allows economic

advancement to members of society who would nor-

mally be ‘‘locked in’’ at levels governed by 500 years
of state development that rests on established elite land-

owner reliance on the majority of Guatemala�s popula-
tion for labor. Migration allows many Guatemalans,

who for 500 years have run into a brick wall in terms

of their advancement, to slowly seek many new avenues

around and over the brick wall of colonial structure.

The same can be said for gender relations, which should

be seen as an integral aspect of development. Migration,
and the new world views gained with migrant experi-

ences and social remittances, allows migrants to slowly

challenge, break down, and then rebuild the wall of gen-

der relations in Guatemala. Migration though, in the

face of state inactivity, corruption, and ineptitude, per-

mits a development that is orchestrated from below,

by the migrants themselves. This type of development,

including land redistribution (see the cases of Ixcán
and San Pedro Pinula) does not benefit all residents,

but is better than the opportunities presented by the

state. Indeed, one could argue that migration creates

a new class of elite, a new elite, who accumulate

land and capital with their migrant earnings. Massey

et al. (1987) report a similar scenario in Mexico

where migrants are the only people who can now

afford to acquire land in their home communities.
Remittances do not help Guatemala�s poorest who can-

not afford to migrate in the first place and migration

therefore perpetuates the inequities there (c.f. Massey

et al., 1987).

Is any of this development sustainable? If we look at

the Ixcán case we can comment that cattle ranching on

thin rainforest soils is not sustainable. In Ixcán, migrant

monies may be better invested in forestry projects or
cash crops like vanilla, cardamom, or palm hearts (see

Taylor, in press). The investment in cattle is a response
to the high demand and prices for meat in Guatemala�s
urban areas. In Guatemala�s Oriente, specifically in San

Pedro Pinula, we see how migrant money permits Maya

entry into the once Ladino-dominated cattle ranching.

Here, we do not see change in land use, but a change

in land ownership with a similar intended land use.
The sustainability of Maya cattle ranchers is yet to be

gauged. Do Maya ranchers possess the expertise to man-

age their new lands and cattle herds in a sustainable

way? This is a topic open for future research and the re-

sults will inform us about the longer term impacts of

migration.

The original intent of this paper was to document

how Guatemalan culture and relationships to the land
change due to international migration. Moreover, here

we illustrated how ‘‘transnationalism from below’’

(Guarnizo and Smith, 1998) operates at the local level

in Guatemalan sending communities. Continued re-

search in these communities over the next few decades

will provide more information about the impacts of

migration on Guatemalan lives and development. We

then caution against hasty claims about the impacts of
migration on development. Indeed, we can document

migration-related change, but we call for more longitu-

dinal studies like the Mexican Migration Project led by

Douglas Massey and colleagues. Because migration is

becoming such an important component in the economy

and society of Guatemala, continued and larger-scale

studies are imperative.
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Aztlan: The Social Process of International Migration From

Western Mexico. University of California Press, Berkeley.

Metz, B., 1995. Experiencing Conquest: The Political and Economic

Roots and Cultural Expression of Maya-Chorti� Ethos. Ph.D.

dissertation, State University of New York at Albany.

Metz, B., 1998. Without Nation, without Community: The Growth of

Maya Nationalism among Ch�orti�s of Eastern Guatemala. Journal

of Anthropological Research 54 (3), 325–349.

Missouri Botanical Gardens. Elettaria cardamomum. Available from

<http://mobot.mobot.org>. Accessed November 15, 2002.

Montejo, V., 1987. Testimony: Death of a Guatemalan Village.

Curbstone Press, Willimantic.

Moran-Taylor, M.J., 2003. International Migration and Culture

Change in Guatemala�s Maya Occidente and Ladino Oriente.

Ph.D. Dissertation, Arizona State University.

Moran-Taylor, M.J., in preparation. When Guatemalan Mothers and

Fathers Migrate North: Caretakers, Children and Childrearing In

the Homeland.

Mountz, A., Wright, R., 1996. Daily Life in the Transnational Migrant

Community of San Agustin, Oaxaca, and Poughkeepsie, New

York. Diaspora 5 (3), 403–427.

Naciones Unidas, Guatemala, 1999. Guatemala: el Rostro Rural del

Desarollo Humano. Magna Terra Editores, Guatemala City.

Naciones Unidas, 2000. Informe de Desarrollo Humano. Guatemala

City, Sistema de Naciones Unidas en Guatemala.

Naciones Unidas 2001. Guatemala: La Fuerza Incluyente del Desarr-

ollo Humano. Guatemala City, Sistema de Naciones Unidas en

Guatemala.

Nelson, D., 1999. A Finger in the Wound: Body Politics in

Quincentennial Guatemala. University of California Press,

Berkeley.

North, L.L., Simmons, A.B. (Eds.), 1999. Journeys of Fear, Refugee

Return and National Transformation in Guatemala. McGill-

Queen�s University Press, Montreal.

Nunca Más, 2000. Conmemoran segundo aniversario del asasinato de

Monseñor Juan Gerardi. Nunca Más: Publication of the Aso-

ciación Familiares de Detenidos-Desaparecidos de Guatemala

(FAMDEGUA) 42, 10–14.

Pebley, A., 1998. Demography and the environment. Demography 35

(4), 377–389.

Peet, R., Watts, M., 1996. Liberation ecology: development, sustain-

ability, and environment in an age of market triumphalism. In:

Peet, R., Watts, M. (Eds.), Liberation Ecologies: Environment,

Development, Social Movements. Routledge, London, pp. 1–45.

Pessar, P., 1991. Caribbean emigration and development. In: Papa-

demetrious, D., Martin, G., Philip, L. (Eds.), The Unsettled
Relationship: Labor Migration and Economic Development.

Greenwood Press, New York, pp. 201–210.

Pessar, P., 1995. On the Homefront and in the Workplace: Integrating

Immigrant Women into Feminist Discourse. Anthropological

Quarterly 68, 37–47.

Popkin, E., 1999. Guatemalan Mayan migration to Los Angeles:

Constructing transnational linkages in the context of the settlement

process. Ethnic and Racial Studies 22, 267–289.

Prensa Libre, 2001a. Chajul: Tierra de Nadie en Confrontación.

Prensa Libre, July 2, Guatemala City, Guatemala, pp. 1–3.

Prensa Libre, 2001b. Las PAC Siguen Activas. Prensa Libre, June 30,

Guatemala City, Guatemala, p. 8.
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iuno, October 29, Guatemala City, Guatemala, p. 8.

Southgate, D., Basterrechea, M., 1992. Population-growth, public-

policy and resource degradation—the case of Guatemala. Ambio

21 (7), 460–464.

Steinberg, M.K., Taylor, M.J., 2002. The impact of cultural change

and political turmoil on maize culture and diversity in highland

Guatemala. Mountain Research and Development 22 (4), 344–351.

Taylor, C., 1998. Return of Guatemala�s Refugees: Reweaving the

Torn. Temple University Press, Philadelphia.

Taylor, M.J., in press. Electrifying rural Guatemala: central policy and

local reality. Environment and Planning C 23 (2).

Tumin, M., 1952. Caste in a Peasant Society: a Case Study in the

Dynamics of Caste. Princeton University Press, Princeton.

Villa, G., Lovell, G., 1999. Land and peace: two points of view. In:

North, L., Simmons, A. (Eds.), Journeys of Fear: Refugee Return

and National Transformation in Guatemala. McGill-Queen�s
University Press, Montreal and Kingston.

Watanabe, J., 1992. Maya Saints and Souls in a Changing World.

University of Texas Press, Austin.

Weinstein Bever, S., 2002. Migration and the transformation of gender

roles and hierarchy in Yucatan. Urban Anthropology 31 (2), 199–

230.

Wilson, R., 1995. Maya Resurgence in Guatemala: Q�eqchi� Experi-
ences. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman.

Wisdom, C., 1940. The Chorti indians of Guatemala. University of

Chicago Press, Chicago.

Warren, K., 1998. Indigenous Movements and Their Critics,

Pan-Maya Activism in Guatemala. Princeton University Press,

Princeton.

http://mobot.mobot.org


 
Cobán Area 
 

 



Marginalizing a Vulnerable Cultural
and Environmental Landscape
Opium Poppy Production in Highland Guatemala

Michael Steinberg
Matthew Taylor

318

Mountain Research and Development   Vol 27   No 4   Nov 2007: 318–321 doi:10.1659/mrd.0948

Poppy production in Guatemala has been
embraced by a growing number of people
since the end of the civil war in 1996 as
one avenue out of poverty. Most cultivation
occurs in the department of San Marcos,
one of the least developed regions with one
of the highest rates of malnutrition and oth-
er health issues associated with poverty.
While poppy production has led to increased
profits for some farmers, there are many
direct and indirect negative impacts on the
health of local people as well as increased
pollution associated with eradication
efforts. Defoliant spray to eradicate poppies
contaminates soil and water and destroys

intercropped licit crops. Illicit production
causes deforestation and indirectly leads to
a change in people’s diet. Additionally, pop-
py production is accompanied by escalating
violence. All these factors are increasing
the vulnerability of the local people and
jeopardizing their health and well-being.
Increased poppy production has to be
understood as a symptom of development
failures. Only re-establishing faith in the
long term viability of licit development initia-
tives will encourage local farmers to aban-
don illicit poppy production and increase the
overall security and well-being of the local
population. 

A clandestine contribution to
livelihoods

Until the past decade Guatemala was cate-
gorized as a “minor” opium poppy pro-
ducer compared with global centers such
as Afghanistan and Colombia. A more mil-
itarized landscape during Guatemala’s civ-
il war (1960–1996) apparently limited the
growth of this sector of the agricultural
economy. Since the end of the civil war in
1996, however, opium production has
increased in Guatemala, additionally
boosted by the mal-distribution of land
resources and recent population growth.

Over the last 50 years, Guatemala’s
population has grown from 3 to 12 million
people. Rural residents account for two-
thirds of the 12 million people. At the same
time, the country suffers from extremely
unequal distribution of land; 2% of the
population own 65% of arable land. And
among those rural farmers who do own
land, many do not own enough to support
themselves. In rural Guatemala, 54% of all
farms are too small to support subsistence
farming. In response to declining land
resources, growing numbers of Maya farm-
ers in the western highlands have turned to
both licit and illicit non-traditional agricul-
tural exports such as snow peas, cabbage,
and opium poppies (Figure 1).

These new crops (illicit and licit) are
also often more profitable than traditional
crops. For example, according to
Guatemalan anti-narcotics officials, some
farmers involved in poppy production are
reported to make around US$ 6000 a

month during harvest periods. This is an
astounding figure in a rural region where
over 90% of the population lives in deep
poverty. Recent reports by drug interdic-
tion groups now identify Guatemala as
anywhere from the fourth to the sixth
largest producer of opium in the world,
with around 2000 ha dedicated to poppy
production. While this is a relatively small
area overall, given the mountainous ter-
rain, the agricultural importance of the
area under poppy production should not
be underestimated. Most cultivation
occurs in the department of San Marcos, a
rural department in western Guatemala
dominated by volcanic highlands and
poverty. This region, with fertile volcanic
soils and moderate climate, is ideal for
poppy production.

The authors’ previous research in
highland Guatemala focused on agro-eco-
logical changes that followed the conclu-
sion of the civil war, as development agen-
cies and other global influences entered
the landscape. While conducting fieldwork
over the past decade (19 months of in-
country fieldwork over the past 10 years),
we became aware of the emerging poppy
economy through conversations with farm-
ers. Formal surveys were avoided to ensure
the safety of the researchers and the
informants—drug production is a volatile
issue within Guatemala, one that does not
lend itself to formal field investigations.
Instead, we intensively interviewed 15 cur-
rent or former farmers involved in poppy
production who were made known to us
through previous field contacts. In order
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to assure anonymity, we interviewed farm-
ers in San Marcos, the largest town near
the poppy growing areas. We then met
with 5 of these farmers a year later to pose
follow-up questions. Conversations were
carried out with farmers in 2005 and 2006.

Poppy production increases the
vulnerability of poor people
The health impacts of poppy production
have not manifested themselves in
increased local drug use or addiction.
Local producers do not consume opium
because it has too much value as an
export crop. The health impacts and pol-
lution associated with poppy production
are more indirect.

Health and environmental problems
First, defoliant sprayed to eradicate pop-
pies is one impact on the health of pro-
ducers and their families. Spraying
impacts local people when it is inhaled, or
comes into contact with their eyes, and
when its drift and residue enter water sup-
plies or come in contact with livestock.
These were concerns often repeated by
local people in eradication zones.
Although Glyphosate, the main defoliant
used by the government, is considered rel-
atively safe, it is unclear how careful gov-
ernment authorities are when spraying
near households. During eradication
efforts in 2006, Guatemalan officials were
met with armed resistance from some of
the residents in production zones, largely
due to the fear associated with spraying.

The production zone was once a
stronghold of anti-government insurgency
forces; thus there is great suspicion of the
military among many local people. When
we discussed the spraying with farmers, all
expressed fear and outrage. While there
have been no studies that quantify the
impacts of spraying on local people, there is
great fear that residues from the spraying
have contaminated wells, soil, and the gen-
eral landscape. This pollution and contami-
nation are real in the minds of local people.

Besides soil and water contamination,
local people expressed concerns about the
effects of spraying and pollution on local
forests. Some farmers are apparently mov-
ing their poppy fields into more remote

areas, where remnant forests still exist 
(Figure 2). Eradication efforts will undoubt-
edly follow them. Forests are important to
local communities because they provide
critical resources such as firewood, pine
resins (ocote), and medicinal herbs. Howev-
er, given population growth over the past
several decades, highland forests have been
greatly reduced. Because of this reduction,
remaining forests are considered extremely
valuable by local communities.

Another impact of this spraying on
human health is the eradication of licit
crops. Because farmers often intercrop
poppies with crops such as maize, licit
crops are often destroyed. Any destruction
of licit crops exasperates an already impov-
erished landscape. Malnutrition and
undernourishment are pervasive problems
in Guatemala, where more than half of the
children under age 5 suffer from chronic
malnutrition. Certainly malnutrition exist-
ed in Guatemala long before the recent
expansion of poppy production, but as
more cropland is destroyed via spraying,
household food insecurity increases.

A secondary, but significant impact of
increased poppy production on health is
the fact that more and more land is being
dedicated to non-food crops. Certainly
household incomes have increased among
many growers, but conversion to an export
crop has led many families to rely on store-
bought foods, with much of the newly pur-
chased foods being heavily processed. Tor-
tillas, the staff of life among most Maya
families, are increasingly purchased out-

“We are afraid to use
the streams to wash
our clothes, or bathe.
We don’t know what
has been sprayed, but
it is poison because it
kills the plants.” (A
local resident)

FIGURE 1  Farmers loading cabbage on a
truck for sale in town; such licit cash-crops
have replaced subsistence crops since the
end of the civil war, offering a way out of
poverty and chronic food shortages. (Photo
by Michael Steinberg)

“If the forests are
destroyed, the commu-
nity, especially the old
people, will suffer.
Where will fuel, the
medicines, come
from?” (A farmer)
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side the home, a radical shift in household
production. The popularity of certain
store-bought foods such as soft drinks is
increasingly apparent in villages. Tooth
decay among children resulting from
increased soft drink and candy consump-
tion is now commonplace in many high-
land villages. Greater dependence on store-
bought foods results in a generally poorer
diet and less household food security.

Violence
Perhaps the most immediate impact of
expanding poppy production on health is
increased violence. Growing militarization
and the deepening entrenchment of drug
interests have contributed to a surge in
rural violence. Even some poppy growers
who apparently benefit economically
lament the heavy presence of the military
and criminal activity. Kidnappings, assassi-
nations, and disappearances are surging to
new levels in Guatemala (the highest levels
since the end of the civil war in 1996), with
much of this violence being attributed to
organized crime and gangs who have inter-
ests in the drug economy. While rural vio-
lence is a broad interpretation of “health
impacts,” the physical and mental health
of rural residents is being threatened as
drug interests become more entrenched.

Development failures and policy
recommendations

While government crackdowns create an
ebb-and-flow situation on the ground
regarding exact amounts of poppy pro-
duction, the longer-term trend in
Guatemala appears to be toward increased
production and as such increased impacts
on broadly defined health issues. This
trend is a symptom of larger-scale failure
in the development landscape. The initial
response to the growth in drug cultivation
is increased rural militarization to reduce
poppy production (Figure 3). However,
greater militarization of the impoverished
countryside will do little to mitigate the
forces that led smallholders to participate
in this dangerous harvest in the first place.

Events in Guatemala have important
implications for other development land-
scapes for 2 reasons: first, illicit agricultural
activities need to be thought of as develop-
ment failures, not simply as illegal activities.
When farmers turn to illicit activities
wrought with risks, this indicates that “devel-
opment” has failed. Farmers do not partici-
pate in illicit activities casually or simply out
of greed. Instead, this is a sign of rural crisis.
In Guatemala, farmers are forced to farm on
ever-smaller plots owing to subdivision of
land among offspring. At the same time, few
other income generation opportunities exist
in many rural villages. Thus farmers face a
choice: choose crops that promise high
returns (licit and illicit), or leave villages
and towns in search of jobs.

Second, in drug-producing land-
scapes, licit development groups have
been supplanted by illicit groups. Drug
interests act as agricultural extension
agents providing technical and material
support, and as buyers and marketers for
the finished product—from planting to
purchase. If illicit activities are to be
rejected, then licit development agencies
must reconnect with the rural population
in question and make long-term invest-
ments in economic infrastructure to pro-
vide viable long-term solutions for licit
livelihoods. In landscapes where drug
plants have been successfully replaced,
such as in the hill country of northern
Thailand, it has been the result of a long-
term, intensive, and diverse effort on the

FIGURE 2  Typical agro-ecological landscape in the San Marcos region. Note the clearing of
agricultural fields on steep slopes. (Photo by Susanne Schneeberger)

“Yes, we made a little
money, but again it
feels like the violent
times when we lived
in fear [ie the early
1980s].” (An elderly
woman, the wife of a
grower)

FIGURE 3  Police destroying poppy fields in
the San Marcos region in 1990. Since this
time, poppy production has expanded due
to the region’s poverty and general
lawlessness and corruption. Photo provided
by CIRMA (Centro de Investigaciones
Regionales de Mesoamérica)



FIGURE 4  Greenhouse construction was funded in an effort to motivate smallholders to grow
more vegetables for home consumption, thus improving family nutrition. This is an example
of a recent development project (which appeared to be successful a couple of years ago) in
the highlands that began with good intentions but has since been abandoned by both the
development agency and participants (Photo by Matthew Taylor).
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“The [aid] workers
arrive with great
plans, but soon
enough they disap-
pear, along with their
promises.” (A farmer)

part of development groups (although
this program has not been without prob-
lems, such as increased poverty).

One way in which the rural develop-
ment landscape can be reconstructed is for
development interests to make long-term
commitments to projects. It is critical for
local people to know that they will have
access to technical and other forms of
development support for an extended peri-
od of time (the amount of time obviously
depends on the type of project). As “faith”
in the long-term viability of licit develop-
ment projects increases, drug interests will
begin to be undermined. This replacement
does not have to begin on a large scale.

According to our conversations with
local people, commitment to a project and
to a community is often viewed as more
important than the amount of actual mon-
ey thrown at a community (Figure 4).
Farmers recognize the risks associated with
poppy production. Many claimed to be
willing to give up poppy production even
for income-generating activities that did
not produce the same levels of income
(although all expressed an unwillingness
to return to subsistence production).

Commodity chains must also be short-
ened so that stakeholders have closer con-
nections with consumers and can thereby
profit more directly. “Fair Trade” arrange-
ments are one model that could be initiat-
ed in Guatemala where some high-end
commodities such as world-class coffee
are already produced. In southern Belize,
for example, farmers shifted from mari-
juana to organic, fair-trade cacao.
Although this was not a formal drug
replacement program, many farmers that
embraced the cacao economy turned
away from marijuana production because
of the long-term commitment to technical
assistance and price guarantees for cacao,
and because it was seen as a less risky
endeavor. While Belize is non-mountain-

ous, the lessons learned could be applied
in vulnerable rural mountain areas—
farmers who have confidence in licit
economies because they know what to
expect regarding prices and profits for
their product are less likely to be drawn
into illicit activities.

Along with gaining the trust of local
people and promoting faith in licit devel-
opment, the government must demon-
strate that their target when spraying defo-
liant is the opium poppy and not local
communities (ie poisoning people). The
government must demonstrate that the
chemicals used are safe, and that their
intention is to eradicate only the poppy,
not licit crops. There is a great deal of
mistrust on the part of local people, and
for eradication and subsequent develop-
ment to succeed, bridges must be built.
The desire for stability and profit is under-
standable given the great turnover of
development projects and the history of
boom-and-bust economic cycles in high-
land Guatemala (and elsewhere).
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Abstract The Resplendent Quetzal Pharomachrus moc-
inno is a restricted-range species occurring from Chiapas
(Mexico) to Panama, generally at elevations above
1,400 m. P. mocinno is a frugivore that feeds on a variety
of fruits. Listed as ‘‘Lower Risk/Near Threatened Spe-
cies’’ and in CITES Appendix I, P. mocinno is dependent
on standing dead and mature trees for breeding holes,
which are only formed in primary cloud forest, even if
tree stumps occur temporally in secondary growth as
remnants of primary cloud forest. A population of P.
mocinno in the northernmost Guatemalan mountain
range (Chelemhá Plot, Sierra Yalijux, Alta Verapaz) was
studied in 2002 and compared with a census at the same
location in 1988. Between 1988 and 2002, the number of
males did not change significantly: a small increase took
place from 15 to 18 individuals per 100 ha. The species’
breeding behaviour is linked to the long-term existence
of primary forests such as the few remaining in highland
Guatemala. Breeding success was proven and at least
three juveniles from two breeding pairs were observed
until the end of September 2002.

Keywords Conservation Æ Guatemala Æ
Pharomachrus mocinno Æ Resplendent Quetzal Æ
Tropical montane cloud forest

Introduction

Tropical biodiversity is threatened world-wide (e.g.,
Pievello 1999; Terborgh 1999; Stattersfield and Capper
2000; Douglas 2001; Paulsen 2003) and habitat loss is

the major factor causing loss of biodiversity, and
ongoing species extinction (e.g., Balmford 1995; IUCN
2000; Stattersfield and Capper 2000; FAO 2001; World
Bank 2001; Hughes et al. 2002). Deforestation is the
major factor behind habitat loss in Central America
(Markussen 2003). While the mean deforestation rate in
Guatemala is still high for Central America at 1.7%
annually of the total country area (FAO 2001; Mark-
ussen 2003), the regional deforestation rate within the
study area is believed to be lower and near zero
(Markussen 2003; Voigt 2003).

The Resplendent Quetzal Pharomachrus mocinno is
considered threatened (Stattersfield and Capper 2000;
BirdLife International 2000, 2003; Solórzano et al.
2003), and as such it is a suitable focal species for con-
servation studies (Schulz and Menzel 2000; Fischer
2003). Powell and Bjork (1994, 1995) drew attention to
movements and dispersal patterns of immature P. moc-
inno and concluded that park design must consider these
movements. The impact of present land-use practices on
P. mocinno and the importance of primary forest for
future populations are described here.

Methods

The study area was located in the northernmost Gua-
temalan tropical montane cloud forests in the Sierra
Yalijux (central Guatemala), which support c. 5,500 ha
of primary cloud forest remnants above 1,800 m
(Markussen 2003; Markussen and Renner 2004). A 102-
ha study plot in Chelemhá (here referred to as Chelemhá
Plot; Fig. 1), between 1,980 and 2,550 m altitude, was
established (90�04¢W, 15�23¢N) in which primary forest
and secondary forest each covered 50% of the total area.
The plot-surrounding landscape matrix was comprised
mainly of young secondary forest (2–4 years of age) and
cornfields as well as 10 ha of old secondary forests
(15 years). The young secondary forest was regularly
slashed and burned for agriculture. Young secondary
forest within the Chelemhá Plot has not been burned for
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the 6 years preceding this study, and was able to support
vegetation up to 10 m in height. The primary forests
were not generally used by local people except for small
timber and minimal subsistence hunting. Nevertheless,
small pieces of primary forest are lost during the annual
burning season in March and replaced with agriculture
(Markussen and Renner 2004).

In 1988, Mühlenberg et al. (1989) conducted a study
in the same region (community of Chelemhá, including
the Chelemhá Plot) with standardized census techniques.
They established a grid of point counts in a 150-ha plot
and counted all audio/visual male quetzal records during
the entire daylight period. Densities were calculated as
individuals per 100 ha. Breeding holes, females and
juveniles were also observed, but no results were pre-
sented.

Standardized censuses were conducted on each
established transect (450 m per day between dawn and
0900 hours) during the breeding season of P. mocinno,
3 times in April, May, and June 2002. All P. mocinno
individuals seen or heard along the total 3,150 m of
transects were sexed and aged and their location and
vertical position mapped within the Chelemhá Plot. The
numbers of individuals per 100 ha were estimated for
both sexes and breeding holes were located. Population
size was estimated from the maximum number of
observations of individuals per transect for all three
repetitions.

Results

Population estimate for P. mocinno in the Chelemhá Plot

In 2002, 18 males and 4 females were recorded in the
102-ha plot (Table 1). It was presumed that fewer fe-
males were recorded due to reduced displaying and
singing activity as compared to males. In addition, three
juveniles were observed in the study plot at the end of
the breeding season in September 2002.

Habitat use by P. mocinno

The Resplendent Quetzal generally uses all areas of the
cloud forest regions with trees >5 m in height, i.e. also
secondary vegetation. The Quetzal was not recorded in
areas with vegetation <5 m in height, neither in primary
forest nor in secondary forest. Males were observed in
both primary forest and young secondary forest parts of
the Chelemhá Plot, but almost twice as many records of
individuals were from primary forest and the forest edge
(26) while fewer were made in young secondary forest
(14) for the same census effort (Table 1). Males were
observed to move 300 m across pasture and partly
agricultural land (corn fields, Zea mays) in two separate
instances during the breeding season in April and May
2002.

Feeding of P. mocinno

Observed individuals (n=4 each habitat) collected fruits
regardless of habitat within both habitat types of the
Chelemhá Plot. The Resplendent Quetzal used both
major habitats in the Sierra Yalijux for collecting food
(compare for food quality and quantity in Wheelwright
1983; Avila et al. 1996). The quantity and quality of the
food was not determined.

Reproduction of P. mocinno

The Resplendent Quetzal breeds exclusively in standing,
dead trees (Renner, personal observation; LaBastille
1974; Unger 1988). These stumps are mainly remains of
Brosimum costaricanum (Moraceae) (Fischer 2003). The
Resplendent Quetzal uses them when the tree has been
dead for several years and is almost completely rotten,
but has not yet fallen over. One member of the pair
excavates the nest hole, selecting tree remains at least
>5.5 m in height (Unger 1988 gives a minimum of
3.0 m) and >0.6 m in diameter (Table 2). No wood-
pecker or allies were observed in the Sierra Yalijux re-
gion, large enough to pre-excavate a breeding hole of the
size necessary for Resplendent Quetzal nests (Unger
1988; Mühlenberg et al. 1989; Eisermann 2000; Renner
2003) and no such observations were made in other

Fig. 1 Location of the Chelemhá Plot (h) and cloud forests (black
areas) in Guatemala (Mühlenberg et al. 1989). The Endemic Bird
Area ‘Central American highlands’ following Stattersfield et al.
(1998) is indicated by - - -. Light grey areas represent 1,000 m
above sea level
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regions in Central America. Nesting holes are used
several times in consecutive years until no longer suit-
able, for instance when the cover surrounding the tree
stump is lost (compare also Unger 1988).

Three trees out of the total of eight with Resplendent
Quetzal nesting holes examined in the Sierra Yalijux
were observed in the Chelemhá Plot (Table 2). No po-
tential tree with breeding holes was observed in young

Table 1 Census counts of Resplendent Quetzal Pharomachrus mocinno made in 2002. Listed are all records during the censuses, including
incidental records

No. Date Time Habitat UTM (high) UTM (right) Age Sex Type

001 08.05.02 05:00 NF 815145 1702727 A M Regular
002 08.05.02 05:00 NF 815095 1702718 A M Regular
003 08.05.02 05:00 NF 815095 1702718 A M Regular
004 08.05.02 06:40 NF 814484 1702725 A M Regular
005 08.05.02 07:05 NF 814375 1702722 A M Regular
006 08.05.02 07:30 NF 814216 1702689 A M Regular
007 08.05.02 07:30 NF 814216 1702689 A M Regular
008 10.05.02 05:00 SF 815479 1703245 A M Regular
009 10.05.02 05:00 SF 815479 1703245 A M Regular
010 10.05.02 05:00 SF 815390 1703156 A M Regular
011 10.05.02 05:25 NF 815260 1703219 A M Regular
012 10.05.02 05:45 NF 815213 1703239 A F Regular
013 11.05.02 05:00 SF 815370 1703041 A M Regular
014 11.05.02 05:30 NF 815193 1702983 A M Regular
015 11.05.02 05:30 NF 815193 1702983 F M Regular
016 11.05.02 05:30 SF 815262 1702964 A M Regular
017 11.05.02 05:30 SF 815262 1702964 A M Regular
018 11.05.02 05:45 NF 815124 1703003 A M Regular
019 11.05.02 06:00 NF 815046 1702874 A M Regular
020 12.05.02 05:00 SF 815540 1702889 In In Regular
021 12.05.02 05:15 SF 815349 1702838 In In Regular
022 12.05.02 05:30 NF 815281 1702814 In In Regular
023 12.05.02 05:40 NF 815302 1702678 In In Regular
024 13.08.01 09:44 NF 815055 1702720 A M Incidental
025 14.05.02 05:00 NF 814179 1702679 A M Regular
026 14.05.02 05:40 NF 813957 1702980 A M Regular
027 14.05.02 05:55 NF 814059 1703430 A M Regular
028 14.05.02 06:15 NF 814041 1703413 A M Regular
029 15.03.02 - SF 815351 1703147 A M Incidental
030 19.07.02 08:00 NF 814816 1702734 A F Incidental
031 20.03.02 07:00 NF 815134 1702706 A M Incidental
032 21.07.02 05:35 NF 815160 1703239 A M Regular
033 22.07.02 13:00 NF 815422 1702855 A M Incidental
034 22.07.02 13:00 NF 815422 1702855 A F Incidental
035 22.07.02 13:00 NF 815422 1702855 I In Incidental
036 22.07.02 13:00 NF 815422 1702855 I In Incidental
037 23.05.02 05:00 SF 815527 1702933 A M Incidental
038 23.05.02 05:10 SF 815251 1702626 A M Regular
039 23.05.02 05:25 SF 815176 1702561 A M Regular
040 23.08.01 10:50 NF 814744 1702685 A F Incidental
041 25.05.02 - NF 815117 1703183 In In Incidental
042 26.05.02 05:50 SF 815422 1703288 A M Regular
043 27.05.02 - NF 814213 1702707 In In Incidental
044 27.06.02 05:10 NF 814993 1702725 A M Regular
045 27.06.02 06:25 NF 814216 1702689 A M Regular
046 27.06.02 06:40 NF 814216 1702689 A M Regular
047 28.03.02 06:30 SF 815311 1702959 A M Regular
048 28.05.02 05:10 NF 815019 1702723 A M Regular
049 28.05.02 05:10 NF 814993 1702725 A M Regular
050 28.05.02 05:40 NF 814774 1702729 A M Regular
051 28.05.02 05:40 NF 814751 1702739 A M Regular
052 28.06.02 06:45 NF 815290 1702700 A M Regular
053 29.03.02 05:30 NF 815260 1703219 A M Regular
054 29.03.02 05:45 NF 815422 1702855 A M Regular
055 29.03.02 06:30 NF 815247 1702680 A M Regular
056 29.06.02 05:30 NF 815260 1702800 A M Regular
057 29.06.02 05:30 NF 815260 1702800 I In Regular
058 30.03.02 05:45 NF 815236 1703229 A F Regular

Abbreviations: PF primary montane cloud forest, SF secondary vegetation, A adult, In undetermined, I immature, M male, F female,
Regular recorded during transect counts, Incidental outside the count census
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secondary forest of the Chelemhá Plot, but nearby one
breeding hole was detected in young secondary forest
approximately 20 m from the plot border (Fig. 2). While
this nest is located in what is now young secondary
forest, the tree itself is a remnant of the former primary
forest. The surrounding area was deforested in the 1970s
(Schumacher, personal communication).

Breeding success was observed in the primary forest
part of the Chelemhá Plot during 2002, but not within
young secondary forest. At least three juveniles were
observed at three different locations in primary forest
and assumed to be the offspring of three different
breeding units.

Migration of P. mocinno

No individuals of the Resplendent Quetzal were ob-
served from mid-August to October 2002 or in Decem-
ber 2001, while also visiting the Chelemhá Plot
(Table 1). This possibly indicates migration of at least
part of the population to lower elevations or other sites
(compare Loiselle et al. 1989; Powell and Bjork 1994,
1995).

Discussion

The initial census in Chelemhá was conducted in 1988
(Mühlenberg et al. 1989) with comparable methods to
this study and yielded a regional density of 15 males per
100 ha. The population size in both census years (1988,
2002) was almost the same (15 and 18 males respec-
tively).

The maintenance of a successful Resplendent Quetzal
population in the Sierra Yalijux requires three main
factors operating on different timescales: (1) fruits for
fledgling, (2) fruit availability during the post-breeding
migration period, and (3) availability of trees for
breeding holes.

Food quality and availability is regarded as essential
for the survival of especially fledglings (Wheelwright
1983; Avila et al. 1996). This parameter applies mainly
in the short-term, because young quetzals do not breed
until 2 years after fledging, although long-term survival
will also be affected particularly in small sub-popula-
tions (Unger 1988; Loiselle et al. 1989; Mühlenberg et al.
1989; Powell and Bjork 1994, 1995). Severe impacts on
small regional populations can occur with a few con-

Fig. 2 Records and presumed
individuals of Pharomachrus
mocinno in the Chelemhá Plot
in 2002 (grey shaded area)

Table 2 Dimensions of the breeding holes in tree stumps in the Sierra Yalijux. DBH Diameter at breast height, PF primary forest, SF
secondary vegetation

Nest site Tree speciesa Estimated age (deadb)
(years)

Tree height
(m)

Tree DBH
(m)

Nest hole height
(m)

Habitatc Nesting
success

1c B. costaricanum 350 (10) 9.0 1.3 4.5 NF Observed
2c B. costaricanum 300 (10) 6.0 2.4 4.0 NF No save proof
3c B. costaricanum 400 (10) 5.5 1.0 3.0 NF No save proof
4 - 300 (20) 11.0 0.6 7.0 SF -
5 - 350 (45) 6.0 0.8 4.5 SF -
6 - - 8.5 - 7.5 NF -
7d - - - - - NF -
8d - - - - - NF -
Mean (± s.d.): 340±41.3 (19±15.1) 7.6±2.2 1.2±0.7 5.1±1.8

a Due to the dead nature of the trees, determination of species is
difficult and mostly impossible
b Estimated years until died

c Within the borders of the Chelemhá Plot
d Not accessible, only observed from a distance of 75 m. 12 km W
of the Chelemhá Plot in the western parts of the Sierra Yalijux
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secutive years of unsuccessful breeding due to essential
fruit shortages (Wheelwright 1983; Avila et al. 1996).

Migration of immature and post-breeding adult
individuals was reported frequently (Unger 1988; Loi-
selle et al. 1989; Mühlenberg et al. 1989; Powell and
Bjork 1994, 1995), and my own data implies the absence
of almost all quetzals during December 2001 (see Re-
sults). The migration to the Pacific and Caribbean low-
lands needs to be carefully considered when creating
reserves to protect the Resplendent Quetzal (Powell and
Bjork 1994, 1995). This parameter works in a short-to-
medium time scale on the Resplendent Quetzal popula-
tions because immature individuals especially migrate
for more than 1 year (Powell and Bjork 1994, 1995) to
the lowland forests before returning after 2–3 years to
the highlands to breed (Unger 1988).

The availability of suitable breeding holes is essential
for the long-term survival of the Resplendent Quetzal
population in the Chelemhá Plot and the entire Sierra
Yalijux. As indicated above, breeding holes are only
excavated in tree stumps from primary cloud forest
remnants. Quetzals can find suitable dead trees as rem-
nants of primary forest in secondary vegetation, but
only for the c. 25 years after deforestation, after which
time these tree remnants will have decomposed to such
an extent to be unsuitable for breeding holes. Conse-
quently, with lack of primary forest as resource for new
breeding stumps, the quetzal will have no chance to
breed in secondary environments after this time delay.
The critical point is that Quetzal populations do not
accept or use other possibilities for breeding except for
these tree stumps (LaBastille 1974). The introduction of
artificial nest holes for the Quetzal was not successful, as
although females generally accepted the artificial nest
holes they did not breed successfully (LaBastille 1974).

The deforestation rate in Central America has re-
mained almost constant during the last decade (FAO
2001; World Bank 2001) and is estimated to be a mean
1.7% for Guatemala (World Bank 2001). The outlook
for the Resplendent Quetzal would be poor if this na-
tional deforestation rate was to extend to the primary
cloud forest remnants of Guatemala. However, if the
rate of habitat destruction in the Sierra Yalijux remains
near zero (Markussen 2003; Voigt 2003; Markussen and
Renner 2004), then the long-term survival of primary
forests and therefore also of the Quetzal is more positive.

Zusammenfassung

Der Quetzal (Pharomachrus mocinno) in der Sierra

Yalijux, Guatemala

Der Quetzal (Pharomachrus mocinno), eine Art mit be-
grenzter Verbreitung, kommt von Chiapas (Mexico) bis
Panama in Höhen über 1400 m üNN vor. Quetzals sind
frugivor und nutzen eine Reihe von Avocadoähnlichen
Früchten. Von IUCN und CITES wird P. mocinno in

der Kategorie ‘‘Lower Risk/Near Threatened Species’’
bzw. im Appendix I aufgeführt, da die Art von weitge-
hend unberührten Nebelwäldern Mittelamerikas ab-
hängig ist. Die charakteristischen Bruthöhlen des
Quetzals sind nur in abgestorbenen, trotzdem noch au-
frecht stehenden Totholzbäumen zu finden, die aus-
schließlich in Primärwäldern produziert werden können.
Auch wenn diese abgestorbenen Brutbäume vorüberge-
hend (bis zu ca. 25 Jahren) in Sekundärwaldbereichen
und landwirtschaftlich genutzten Flächen als Überb-
leibsel von Primärwäldern vorkommen, ist die Quetzal-
population aufgrund der Bruthöhlenwahl langfristig von
Primärwäldern abhängig.

In 2002 wurde eine Population von P. mocinno in der
nördlichsten Guatemaltekischen Gebirgszügen (Geme-
inde Chelemhá, Sierra Yalijux, Alta Verapaz) untersucht
und die erhaltenen Daten mit einer Studie von 1988
verglichen. Zwischen 1988 und 2002 hat sich die Zahl
der männlichen Individuen nicht stark geändert: Eine
geringfügige Zunahme von 15 auf 18 Individuen pro
100 ha wurde ermittelt. Das Brutverhalten des Quetzals
ist direkt mit der Langzeitentwicklung und Existenz von
Primärnebelwäldern verbunden, die zur Zeit noch im
zentralen Hochland von Guatemala vorhanden sind. Im
Jahre 2002 konnten junge Quetzals in der Region nac-
hgewiesen werden, die mindestens bis Ende September
überlebt haben und im Untersuchungsgebiet verweilten.
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