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related work in Guatemala acted, reacted, and interacted during a critical period of 

post-conflict reconstruction (1988-1994).  These individuals include solidarity 

activists, government representatives, indigenous market women and their 

families, tourists, textile wholesalers, members of local women’s associations, 

development extension workers, leaders of non-governmental organizations, 

government planners and anthropologists.  The dissertation is divided into seven 

chapters.  Over the course of our discussion, we visit/travel through numerous 

distinct but interrelated socio-geographic sites, ranging from the tourist 

marketplace of Panajachel and the community and family compounds of San Juan 

La Laguna to the Guatemala City planning offices of the Instituto Guatemalteco 

de Tourismo (INGUAT) and the conference halls of the University of Texas at 

Austin and Harvard University.  In distinct ways, each of these places and spaces 

function as a site of cultural production and knowledge, helping to create certain 

notions regarding indigenous peoples, Guatemala, natural and cultural heritage, 
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economic exchange, and women.  Practices of travel, trade, production, 

consumption and research have linked them and their cultural and symbolic 

production together, facilitating the movement and exchange of people, ideas, and 

texts.  Through a combination of face-to-face interactions, print media, 

photography, television, video, and the Internet, the images and information 

produced in each articulate with one another in a national and increasingly global 

dialogue on ethnicity, gender, economic development, civil society and the state.  

As mobility, travel, and tourism increase and ‘indigenous movements and their 

critics’ more actively engage with one another to influence future national 

policies, these links grow stronger, exchanges become more frequent and social 

networks expand (horizontally and vertically, geographically and numerically).  

This redefinition of space, place, power and meaning necessitates a radical 

reassessment of the role of traditional actors in increasingly transnational 

exchanges and the power iconic images, such as culture bearing indigenous 

women brokering goods in international settings, have within national post-

conflict reconstruction.  

 xii



 

 

Table of Contents 

List of Maps ......................................................................................................... xxi 

List of Tables.......................................................................................................xxii 

List of Figures ....................................................................................................xxiii 

List of Illustrations ............................................................................................. xxiv 

List of Abbreviations and Acronyms ................................................................xxxii 

CHAPTER 1  POST-CONFLICT TRANSITION, TOURISM, INDIGENOUS 
WOMEN, AND OTHER "INNOCUOUS" TOPICS THAT TRANSFORMED 
CONTEMPORARY GUATEMALA 1 
The Problem ................................................................................................... 1 

A historic window of opportunity ......................................................... 3 
Back on the Gringo Trail: the impact of civil war and the tourist 

trade on the Lake Atitlán region................................................... 4 
Tourists, markets, and indigenous highland communities .................. 15 
Planning for a new Guatemala ............................................................ 16 
Privatization and decentralization: public policy tools for reform in 

the 1990s .................................................................................... 17 
Interpreting the field: anthropology, subject and object ..................... 21 
Tourism's indigenous market women: an innocuous topic ................. 26 

The Methodology ......................................................................................... 28 
The evolution of a narrative: six years of stories ................................ 28 
Women's narratives: navigating the line between acceptable and 

transgressive behavior ................................................................ 30 

 xiii



Marketplace participation: assessing women's economic and social 
integration................................................................................... 32 

The Organization of the Dissertation ........................................................... 37 

CHAPTER 2  IN "THE EYE OF THE STORM": NEGOTIATING 
GUATEMALA'S POST-CONFLICT TRANSITION TO DEMOCRACY 53 
Compelling Contrasts: The Utility of Oppositions and Extremes in Post-

conflict Transitions.............................................................................. 53 
The Broader Socio-political Context............................................................ 56 

Central America and the Reagan Doctrine.......................................... 56 
Growth, crisis, and conflict: the legacy of early cold war priorities ... 59 

What Participants Learned ........................................................................... 70 
Assessing the transition from within the Eye of the Storm................. 70 
"Opening a new road through which to build Guatemala": The 

Christian Democrat's moderate Proyecto Nacional ................... 73 
Elections, cease fires, and peace accords: the difficulties of 

forecasting transitional reform scenarios ................................... 80 
How They Applied It to Planning ................................................................ 87 

The need for Historical Clarification in the formulation of a 
reconstruction agenda................................................................. 87 

Consultation, referendums, and declarations; (limits to) legislating 
democratic consolidation............................................................ 94 

CHAPTER 3  (DON'T) GO TO GUATEMALA!: THE POLITICS AND 
ECONOMICS OF TRAVEL AND TRANSGRESSION IN THE TOURISM 
BOYCOTT 100 
Creating Forbidden Landscapes ................................................................. 103 

Labor conflicts, international solidarity and consumer boycotts ...... 109 
Travel Narratives from Guatemala: From Eternal Spring to Eternal 

Tyranny ............................................................................................. 120  
Economic isolation as alternative international intervention: 

finding the right tools and targets for politicizing 
consumption ............................................................................. 123 

The re-signification of space and place in the Guatemalan tourism 
boycott ...................................................................................... 127 

 xiv



Prying Open the Cleavages of the Social ................................................... 131 
Counterhegemonic strategies of protest ............................................ 131 
Crossing the divide: moderation and persuasion in creating 

solidarity and consolidating advocacy ..................................... 142 

CHAPTER 4  SELLING BEAUTY AND PLEASURE IN THE LAND OF ETERNAL 
TYRANNY: CONFLICT AND TRANSITION ERA GOVERNMENTAL 
RESPONSES TO INTERNATIONAL INTERVENTION 151 
Governmental Responses during the Military Dictatorships ..................... 151 

Missing the target: fighting on unfamiliar terrain with 
inappropriate tactics ................................................................. 151 

Forming a defensive counter-campaign strategy .............................. 153 
INGUAT's new more aggressive campaign: proposals, 

conferences, PR agencies, bargain prices and the easing of 
travel advisories........................................................................ 165 

"Con franqueza y amargura": frustrated neoliberal attempts to 
lobby for alternative industries during "la violencia" .............. 172 

Learning to Valorar Las Ventajas and El Glorioso Ejemplo Maya: The 
Moderate Politics and Policies of Culture Under Civilian Rule ....... 176 

Creating a More "Colorful and Friendly" Guatemala: Marketing a 
Peaceful, Ethnic Image in a More Globalized Society...................... 182 
Building a new image, slogan and market ........................................ 182 

Tourism as PR: failures and frustrations .................................. 192 
Marketing Culture by the pound: techniques for luring and 

reassuring audiences and increasing experiential volume per 
moment².................................................................................... 194 
Reinvigorating old practices with new techniques................... 198 

Discursive Testing Grounds for Alternative National Landscapes............ 215 

CHAPTER 5  DAILY TRANSGRESSIONS: THE COSTS AND BENEFITS OF 
MARKETPLACE PARTICIPATION 232 
Finding and Maintaining One's Balance on Slippery Terrain: 

Maneuvering Bodies, Babies and Merchandise Out of the Home 
and into the Marketplace ................................................................... 232 

Part I: The Tourist Marketplace (Calle Santander, Panajachel) ......................... 239 

 xv



A Space at the Side of the Road................................................................. 239 
The tourist marketplace as a liminal space and contact zone............ 244 

When the outside world is turned upside down: the daily 
blessings and risks of working in a liminal, post-
conflict, contact zone....................................................... 252 

The corporal pleasures and dangers of the marketplace ................... 255 
Educating tourists in the collapsing of categories and the 

blurring of boundaries ..................................................... 255 
What lies beneath: commoditization, fetishization, and 

ambivalence..................................................................... 260 
"Lo Que Les Gustan": (Whatever They Like): Position, Preference, and 

Purchasing Power .............................................................................. 272 
A view of the tourism industry from a space at the side of the road: 

the perspective from the Pérez women's stall on Panajachel's 
Calle Santander ........................................................................ 273 

Finding alternative ways of merging into the busy transnational 
"traffic in culture"..................................................................... 283 
Taking orders: the vulnerability and volatility involved in 

expanding into the international market.......................... 291 
The (im)materiality of authenticity ................................................... 295 

The many use values of replaceable family heirlooms: "Un 
recuerdo de San Juan" .................................................... 304 

Part II: The Pérez family compound (San Juan La Laguna) .............................. 310 
Superación and Stigma: Responses to Women's Ambition and Absence 

from/in Their Home Communities and Compounds......................... 310 
"Desde pequeña aprendí" (Since I was small I began to learn)........ 311 
"Anda casa en casa…siempre está en la calle" (She goes from 

house to house…always in the street) ...................................... 346 
Mujeres honradas y cualquieras (Honorable and loose 

women) ........................................................................... 351 
A crack in the door and a hole in the floor: the impact of 

poverty, change, and suspicion on the household/family 
compound ........................................................................ 353 

 xvi



"Ahora estoy feliz porque cumplí con mi obligación" (Now I am happy 
because I have fulfilled my obligation)............................................. 365 
"Estoy dando duro para mantener a mis hijitos, para tapar" (I'm 

working hard to support my children, to cover/protect them) . 366 
Enjoying and sharing the fruits of one's labor................................... 371 
Just desserts ....................................................................................... 376 

(Un)cooperative Women ............................................................................ 380 
Resisting the redefinition of communal development processes ...... 381 
Averting the First World feminist gaze in the development debate.. 382 
International ideologies, local loyalties and competing 

representations.......................................................................... 388 
Democratization, local factionalism and the emergence of 

dichotomies .............................................................................. 391 
Evaluating the opportunities and constraints of organized group 

empowerment: reinventing egalitarian indigenous 
communities and powerless women......................................... 394 

Marketplaces and Machetes ....................................................................... 396 
Securing foreign bodies and funding ................................................ 396 
A safe place ....................................................................................... 399 
Marked women.................................................................................. 402 
Reflecting on conversations at the side of the road........................... 406 

CHAPTER 6  RE-MAPPING GUATEMALA AND THE MAYA WORLD 410 
The Multi-level, Multi-directional Challenges Involved in "Studying 

Up" .................................................................................................... 415 
Recognizing the need for a new perspective..................................... 415 

Part I: Privatization + Decentralization + Re-designation = Democratization: 
Formulas for More Sustainable Post-conflict Development ............................... 419 

Studying the Reconstruction and Reformation of Institutions, Programs 
and Attitudes from the Top-down ..................................................... 419 

Formulating a Reconstruction Strategy for Guatemala's Post-conflict 
Transition to Democracy................................................................... 426 

 xvii



Building more democratic institutions through legislative and 
economic reforms..................................................................... 427 

Managing the transition through privatized and decentralized 
administrative and fiscal systems............................................. 429 

(Re)constructing civil society............................................................ 435 
National Reconstruction & Development and the Preservation of 

Cultural & Natural Heritage ............................................................. 440 
The re-imagining, re-mapping and re-designation of the 

Guatemalan national landscape................................................ 440 
The role of INGUAT in the (increasingly crowded) process of re-

landscaping post-war Guatemala ............................................. 443 
"The brief history of a Project" ......................................................... 451 

How regional approaches to more sustainable development 
helped to revive regional trade routes and create La 
Ruta Maya and the Mundo Maya .................................... 452 

Part II: Creating an Alternative Maya World...................................................... 479  
Old Trends and New Markets .................................................................... 479 

More than a new coat of paint: reassessing national history and 
resources, what they mean, and how they are valued .............. 480 

Crisis and reform: learning the language of sustainability and how 
to work within capitalism's contradictions ............................... 492 
The emergence of a more peaceful & sustainable alternative: 

the international debate over the future, development, 
and the possibility of global equity ................................. 492 

Sustainable ethno- and eco-tourism: questioning and 
encouraging the development of a miracle industry ....... 497 

Creating consumer alternatives for the "New Tourist" through 
restoration, revitalization, conservation, and preservation....... 500 

How planners inside INGUAT and the Mundo Maya discussed the 
changes ..................................................................................... 508 
Creating more unique, authentic experiences for greater 

numbers of wealthier tourists .......................................... 509 

 xviii



Returning home to box up old memories and begin, once 
again, to slowly test the limits of elite tolerance and 
taste.................................................................................. 513  

"We made it just in time": avoiding the ruts in the road, beating 
down the path for the "off the beaten path" traveler, and 
finding the right view ............................................................... 519 

Market optimism and openings: how different sectors experience 
Guatemala's tourism success .................................................... 524 

Looking for Alternatives ............................................................................ 527 
Sustainability and the new Calle Santander market .......................... 527 
Biosphere Reserves, golf courses, and post-conflict sustainable 

development on Lake Atitlán ................................................... 531 
Not yet the end of the "age of development" ........................... 531 
In the shadow of crumbling towers: chalets, fences, and 

guardians ......................................................................... 532 
The creation of a manageable urban/rural development buffer 

zone ................................................................................. 542 
The Lake Atitlán National Park ............................................... 546 
From Biosphere Reserve to Protected Multiple Use Area ....... 548 
Multiple Use Areas: From Parque Regional Rey Tepepul 1 to 

Parque Regional Santiago Atitlán ................................... 561 
La Finca Jaibal: Condos and other more popular forms of land 

occupation ................................................................................ 573 
The best laid plans: designing blueprints, building 

topographical maps and biding one's time ...................... 577 

CHAPTER 7  MAYAS, MUNDOMAYISTAS, AND THE META-MAYA: 
SURVIVAL, DISCUSSIONS, AND ONGOING EFFORTS TO UNDERSTAND 
REVOLUTION, REFORM, AND REVITALIZATION 589 
Setting the agenda for "Tourism until the year 2000"................................ 589 

Searching for subtle signs of change: carefully stepping inside in 
order to bring benefits home .................................................... 591 

Not so subtle reminders of where, when and with whom we are in 
dialogue .................................................................................... 595 

 xix



 Notes and other observations ..................................................  597 
Discussing change while sipping coctails "in the eye of the storm" .... 601 

Other international work, conferences and agendas................................... 604 
Translations, revisions and revivals .................................................. 605 
Reviving old routes to reconnect Guatemala with the rest of the 

world......................................................................................... 608 

Appendix: Interview Format ............................................................................... 616 

Glossary: List of Spanish and Tz'utujil Language Terms ................................... 622 

Bibliography........................................................................................................ 628 

Vita  .................................................................................................................... 650 

 xx



List of Maps 

 

Map 6.1 Welcome to Guatemala (Guatemala Tourist Commission, nd) .... 421 

Map 6.2 Guide to Lake Atitlán and Surroundings (INGUAT nd.) .............. 422 

Map 6.3 Reserva de la Biosfera Maya, Petén............................................... 446 

Map 6.4 Reserva de la Biosfera Sierra de Las Minas................................... 449 

Map 6.5 Land of the Maya: A Traveler’s Map (National Geographic) ....... 458 

Map 6.6 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya brochure..................... 465 

Map 6.7 Mundo Maya Magazine, Map of Guatemala.................................. 469 

Map 6.8 Map of Guatemala as shown in Mundo Maya map brochure ........ 469 

Map 6.9 Los cinco sistemas (INGUAT)....................................................... 471 

Map 6.10 Pictorial map: Republic of Guatemala (brochure cover) ............... 502 

Map 6.11a & b Republica de Honduras (postcard) ............................................. 510 

Map 6.12 Mapa de Subcuencas de la Cuenca del Lago de Atitlán, 

Guatemala (AALA)........................................................................ 555 

Map 6.13 Lago de Atitlán, map roughly outlining outermost boundary of 

Cuenca area to be protected (Universidad del Valle)..................... 557 

 xxi



List of Tables 

Table 3.1 Tourism: Numbers of Incoming Tourists and Revenues to 

Guatemala 1974-1980 .................................................................... 104 

Table 3.2 Guatemala: Arrivals and Departures of Tourists 1975-1979 ......... 124 

Table 3.3 Tourism Related Balance of Payments 1975-1979 ........................ 125 

Table 6.1 Guatemala: Privatization of State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) ...... 432 

Table 6.2 Guatemala: Divestitures of State Owned Interests......................... 433 

Table 6.3 Guatemala Protected Areas ............................................................ 448 

 

 xxii



List of Figures 

 

Figure 3.1  Support the International Boycott of Tourism (GNIB leaflet) ....... 135 

Figure 3.2 Strategies (GNIB training materials).............................................. 138 

Figure 3.3 Why Tourism? (GNIB Poster) ....................................................... 142 

Figure 3.4 Stuart Zitin Letter to Co-op News (June 3, 1980).......................... 143 

Figure 3.5 Editor's Response to Zitin Letter.................................................... 144 

Figure 3.6 Sympathetic individuals (GNIB training materials)....................... 144 

Figure 3.7 Letter to the editor of Plexus (May issue, 1980) ............................ 149 

Figure 3.8 To our readers: Tourists Avoid Guatemala (¡Guatemala! Jan/Feb. 

1982) .............................................................................................. 150 

Figure 4.1 Portia Jones Letter from Central America Working Group 

(January 24, 1980).......................................................................... 156 

Figure 4.2 Maria de Landis/Embassy of Guatemala's Response to Jones 

Letter (January 31, 1980) ............................................................... 158 

 

 xxiii



List of Illustrations 

 

Illustration 1.1a & b Calle Santander, Panajachel................................................... 6 

Illustration 1.2a & b Market Stalls on Calle Santander, Panajachel ....................... 7 

Illustration 1.3a & b Marketers and tourists on Calle Santander, Panajachel ......... 8 

Illustration 3.1 Fiberworks presents Textile Study Tour to Guatemala (1980) .. 139 

Illustration 3.2 Guatemala: Land of Eternal Repression (GNIB Poster)............ 141 

Illustration 4.1 Textures of Guatemala: The image of a country ........................ 185 

Illustration 4.2 Guatemala: "Land of Eternal Spring"......................................... 185 

Illustration 4.3 Guatemala: Land of Romance .................................................... 186 

Illustration 4.4 Six brochure covers with different kinds of tourism under 

INGUAT Colorful and Friendly campaign .................................... 187 

Illustration 4.5 The Washington Post, "Travel Central America"....................... 197 

Illustration 4.6a & b Colorful and Friendly (Cover & Intro Section Graphics).. 199 

Illustration 4.7a & b Legendary Guatemala & Ancient Guatemala .................... 200 

Illustration 4.8a & b Colonial Guatemala & Modern Guatemala ....................... 201 

Illustration 4.9a & b Traditional Guatemala & Natural Guatemala .................... 202 

Illustration 4.10 Exciting Guatemala .................................................................. 203 

Illustration 4.11 Guatemala: Colorful and Friendly (INGUAT) ......................... 203 

Illustration 4.12 Guatemala: Colorful and Friendly (Ocean Connection & 

Aviateca) ........................................................................................ 204 

Illustration 4.13 The Most Colorful Country: Shopping for the vivid crafts of 

Guatemala....................................................................................... 205 

 xxiv



Illustration 4.14 Flying Tours to El Salvador, Guatemala .................................. 207 

Illustration 4.15a & b Great White Fleet to Guatemala from New York............ 208 

Illustration 4.16 "Here's your next vacation" (Hotel Pan American) .................. 209 

Illustration 4.17 Palace Hotel - Key to the Wonderland Guatemala, Land of 

Eternal Spring................................................................................. 210 

Illustration 4.18 Guatemala: Gran Hotel Continental ......................................... 210 

Illustration 4.19a & b Pension Bonifaz: Su Hotel en Quetzaltenango, 

Guatemala, C.A. ............................................................................. 211 

Illustration 4.20 When we go to Guatemala, we must spend an extra week in 

the Mayan Highlands (Clark's Tours) ............................................ 212 

Illustration 4.21 Guatemala's most popular programs (Ladatco and Eastern 

Airlines).......................................................................................... 212 

Illustration 4.22 Guatemala (Sunwest Tours and Pan Am Airlines)................... 213 

Illustration 4.23 Costa Rica and Guatemala (Fun-Sun Tours) ............................ 213 

Illustration 4.24 Guatemala's People: Six Million Smiles................................... 215 

Illustration 4.25 After the Maya, came the Spanish, came the Modern.............. 219 

Illustration 4.26 Chichicastenango...................................................................... 221 

Illustration 4.27 Guatemala 1989 (INGUAT and Tara Tours)............................ 221 

Illustration 4.28 Chichicastenango & Lake Atitlán............................................. 222 

Illustration 4.29 Lake Atitlán .............................................................................. 223 

Illustration 4.30 Beautiful Guatemala.  Central America: World of Fascinating 

Contrast .......................................................................................... 226 

Illustration 4.31 A rainbow of exotic contrasts wherever you look .................... 227 

 xxv



Illustration 4.32 idyllic is Guatemala .................................................................. 230 

Illustration 4.33 Information about Guatemala: Go Mayan, Travel Guatemala . 230 

Illustration 5.1a & b Calle Santander tourist market........................................... 239 

Illustration 5.2a & b Street side food stalls and hospedajes on Calle Santander 241 

Illustration 5.3a & b Roadside stalls on Panajachel's Calle Santander ............... 243 

Illustration 5.4 Goods at roadside stall, Calle Santander .................................... 247 

Illustration 5.5 Roadside marketers selling to tourists ........................................ 248 

Illustration 5.6 Roadside marketers showing wares to tourists ........................... 249 

Illustration 5.7 Hybrid goods .............................................................................. 251 

Illustration 5.8 Guatemala: In Central America. A woven tapestry of color ...... 256 

Illustration 5.9 Photo of rack of weavings hanging in Santiago Atitlán 

marketplace .................................................................................... 261 

Illustration 5.10 Las Manos Catalogue: "Dear Friends…" ................................. 264 

Illustration 5.11"The Town of Panajachel…"..................................................... 265 

Illustration 5.12 Embroidered denim jacket and belts......................................... 266 

Illustration 5.13 Handwoven Patchwork Jacket from Guatemala....................... 267 

Illustration 5.14 Huipil jackets ............................................................................ 267 

Illustration 5.15 Huipil jackets and handwoven bags ......................................... 268 

Illustration 5.16a Hand Embroidered Children's T-shirts ................................... 269 

Illustration 5.16b Quetzal and Astrology Hand Embroidered T-shirts ............... 269 

Illustration 5.17a & bTourists taking photos and videos .................................... 273 

Illustration 5.18 Lake Atitlán, Chichicastenango................................................ 274 

Illustration 5.19 Lago de Atitlán, Guatemala ...................................................... 275 

 xxvi



Illustration 5.20 Lake Atitlán, Guatemala ........................................................... 275 

Illustration 5.21 Juaquina tending baby and goods at puesto.............................. 278 

Illustration 5.22a, b, c & d Shop fronts in Panajachel......................................... 284 

Illustration 5.23 A comerciante buys from men and women of San Antonio 

Palopó in Panajachel market .......................................................... 287 

Illustration 5.24 Negotiating price and quantity.................................................. 288 

Illustration 5.25 Tallying the bill and recording the transaction ......................... 288 

Illustration 5.26a & b Payment and departure..................................................... 289 

Illustration 5.27 Veronica wearing San Juan community huipil ......................... 297 

Illustration 5.28 Three women wearing blusas and one wearing San Juan 

huipil............................................................................................... 298 

Illustration 5.29 Blusa worn with corte............................................................... 298 

Illustration 5.30 Lienzos for tourist huipils ......................................................... 301 

Illustration 5.31 Hilda modeling tourist huipil.................................................... 301 

Illustration 5.32 Hilda wearing San Antonio Aguas Calientes huipil ................. 305 

Illustration 5.33a & b Carlotta and Hilda in patio weaving with children .......... 312 

Illustration 5.34 Hilda in patio weaving.............................................................. 313 

Illustration 5.35 Carlotta and Elvira in patio weaving ........................................ 314 

Illustration 5.36 Elvira in patio weaving............................................................. 314 

Illustration 5.37 Carlotta sitting at the family stall in Panajachel ....................... 318 

Illustration 5.38a, b & c Abigail, Gloria and Chus washing clothes................... 320 

Illustration 5.39 Carlotta making tortillas in her mother's house back in San 

Antonio Aguas Calientes................................................................ 321 

 xxvii



Illustration 5.40a & b Susana sitting with daughter embroidering ..................... 323 

Illustration 5.41 Woman in Pérez sisters' network sitting with daughter and 

son while embroidering.................................................................. 324 

Illustration 5.42 Susana embroidering while tending young girls ...................... 324 

Illustration 5.43 Children playing in the streets .................................................. 327 

Illustration 5.44a& b Children playing on the lakeshore .................................... 328 

Illustration 5.45 Teresa and child........................................................................ 332 

Illustration 5.46 The volcanoes surrounding San Juan ....................................... 338 

Illustration 5.47a & b Older women and young girls wearing the San Juan 

huipil............................................................................................... 338 

Illustration 5.48a, b & c Hilda studying .............................................................. 340 

Illustration 5.49 Cristina and Andrea home on break ......................................... 341 

Illustration 5.50 Dominga working at her puesto on Calle Santander ................ 342 

Illustration 5.51 Dominga's granddaughters standing in her house .................... 343 

Illustration 5.52 String of homes that make up part of Pérez compound............ 344 

Illustration 5.53 Drawing of Charokotel ............................................................. 348 

Illustration 5.54 Drawing of bewitched woman about to die.............................. 349 

Illustration 5.55 Socorra and Nicholas in the courtyard of their compound ....... 372 

Illustration 6.1 INGUAT Information Office, Panajachel, Sololá. ..................... 422 

Illustration 6.2 Forest within Maya Biosphere Reserve, Petén ........................... 447 

Illustration 6.3 Waterfall within Maya Biosphere Reserve, Petén...................... 447 

Illustration 6.4 Dense undergrowth within Maya Biosphere Reserve, Petén...... 448 

Illustration 6.5 National Geographic Magazine Cover, La Ruta Maya issue..... 456 

 xxviii



Illustration 6.6 La Ruta Maya: “Stepping out of time…” ................................... 457 

Illustration 6.7 Cerezo and cofradía members meet ........................................... 459 

Illustration 6.8 “Buy a piece of the Maya rain forest.  And all that lives in it”. . 460 

Illustration 6.9 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya brochure, Cover ..... 462 

Illustration 6.10 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya, Our 

Archaeological Heritage................................................................. 463 

Illustration 6.11 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya, Our Living Maya 

Culture............................................................................................ 463 

Illustration 6.12 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya, A Meeting of 

Three Worlds.................................................................................. 464 

Illustration 6.13 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya, Our Natural 

Bounty ............................................................................................ 464 

Illustration 6.14 Mundo Maya Magazine: “Discover the land of the ancient 

Maya” (Winter-Spring 1992) ......................................................... 467 

Illustration 6.15 Welcome to our World: Mundo Maya opens its doors............. 468 

Illustration 6.16 Mundo Maya Magazine, Cover (Summer-Fall 1993) .............. 475 

Illustration 6.17a and b Mundo Maya Magazine “Ecos del Pasado: Los Mayas 

de Hoy”........................................................................................... 476 

Illustration 6.20a & b Great White Fleet to Guatemala from New York............ 483 

Illustration 6.21 Rio Dulce, Izabal ...................................................................... 484 

Illustration 6.22a & b Migrating egrets resting & banks of the Rio Dulce, 

Izabal ................................................................................................................... 485 

Illustration 6.23a, b & c Smaller, low-impact hotels .......................................... 486 

 xxix



Illustration 6.24 Freshwater and saltwater tides meet in Rio Dulce, Izabal........ 488 

Illustration 6.25 “Protejamos Nuestra Naturaleza”............................................ 488 

Illustration 6.26 “Reforestando Para El Progreso” ............................................ 489 

Illustration 6.27 Leaf cutting ants, Chacón Machacas Biotope, Rio Dulce, 

Izabal .............................................................................................. 490 

Illustration 6.28 Ants climbing moss covered tree in Chacón Machacas 

Biotope, Rio Dulce, Izabal ............................................................. 490 

Illustration 6.29 The road leading northward into the Petén............................... 519 

Illustration 6.30 Cattle grazing around tree stumps along road, Petén ............... 519 

Illustration 6.31 Main road through Petén farther north toward Flores .............. 520 

Illustration 6.32a & b Las Torres de Atitlán, Lake Atitlán (1992)...................... 533 

Illustration 6.33 Smaller A frame chalet ............................................................. 535 

Illustration 6.34 Larger multi-story chalet .......................................................... 535 

Illustration 6.35 Multi-level chalets near Cerro de Oro on Lake Atitlán ............ 536 

Illustration 6.36 Chalets interspersed with lakeside community planting areas 

on Lake Atitlán (1992) ................................................................... 537 

Illustration 6.37 Motor boat dry docked among tul and planting, at foot of 

chalet property on Lake Atitlán (1992) .......................................... 538 

Illustration 6.38 Fisherman, sailboat, and chalet near Cerro de Oro, Lake 

Atitlán (1992) ................................................................................. 541 

Illustration 6.39a & b Fishermen and tul on Lake Atitlán.  Chalets in 

background (1992) ........................................................................ 541 

 xxx



Illustration 6.40 Children play in canoe among algae, covered with trash, Lake 

Atitlán............................................................................................. 543 

Illustration 6.41 Birds rummage through algae for bugs and organic trash, 

Lake Atitlán.................................................................................... 543 

Illustration 6.42 Lakeside community homes and agriculture on side of 

volcano, Lake Atitlán ..................................................................... 544 

Illustration 6.43 Fishermen among tul and milpa fields on side of volcano, 

Lake Atitlán.................................................................................... 545 

Illustration 6.44 Women washing clothes, Lake Atitlán..................................... 546 

Illustration 6.45 Agriculture on mountain-sides surrounding Lake Atitlán ........ 558 

Illustration 6.46 Collecting algae for fertilizer, Lake Atitlán.............................. 558 

Illustration 6.47 Cutting trees to plant milpa....................................................... 563 

Illustration 6.48 “Cuidamos Los Arboles” sign outside proposed protected 

area, Santiago Atitlán, Lake Atitlán ............................................... 570 

Illustration 6.49 Moss covered trees along forest path south of Santiago 

Atitlán............................................................................................. 570 

Illustration 6.50 Xate along forest path south of Santiago Atitlán ...................... 571 

Illustration 6.51 Wood collected from proposed protected area, Santiago 

Atitlán............................................................................................. 571 

Illustration 6.52 Selling xate in the Santiago Atitlán market .............................. 572 

Illustration 6.53 Researchers and DIGEBOS staff ............................................. 573 

 xxxi



 

List of Abbreviations and Acronyms 

 

AALA Asociación de los Amigos del Lago de Atitlán/ Association of the 
Friends of Lake Atitlán 

AEU  Association of University Students, Guatemala 

AFL-CIO American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 
Organizations 

AI  Amnesty International 

AIFLD  American Institute for Free Labor Development 

APUMA Area Protegida de Usos Mutiples/ Protected Multiple Use Area 

ATO Alternative Trade Organization 

AVANSCO Asociación para el Avance de las Ciencias Sociales (Guatemala), 
Association for the Advancement of the Social Sciences 

AVIATECA Guatemalan Aviation Company 
 
BANRURAL Banco Nacional Rural (Guatemala), National Rural Bank 
 
BANVI Housing Bank 
 
BCIE Central American Bank of Economic Integration 
 
BID Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo (Washington, D.C.), Inter-

American Development Bank (IADB) 
 
BSP Biodiversity Support Program, United States Agency for 

International Development (Washington, D.C.) 
 

CACM Central American Common Market 
 

 xxxii



CAMTUR Cámara de Turismo de Guatemala 
 
CAWG Central American Working Group (Philadelphia, PA.) 
 
CD Christian Democratic Party, Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 
 
CEPAL Comisión Económica para América Latina (U.N.), U.N. Economic 

Commission for Latin America 
 
CERJ Consejo de Comunidades Étnicas “Runujel Junam” (Guatemala), 

Council of Ethnic Communities “Runujel Junam” 
 
CFT Confederación de Trabajadores Federados, Confederation of 

Federated Workers 
 
CGTG Confederación General de Trabajadores Guatemaltecas, General 

Confederation f Guatemalan Workers 
 
CIIDH Centro Internacional para Investigaciones en Derechos Humanos 

(Guatemala) 
 
CNCG Confederación Nacional de Campesinos Guatemaltecos, National 

Confederation of Guatemalan Peasants 
 
CNT Confederación Nacional de Trabajadores, National Confederation 

of Workers 
 
CNUS Comité Nacional de Unidad Sindical, National Committee of 

Trade Union Unity 
 
CONAP La Comisión Nacional de Areas Protegidas, National Council of 

Protected Areas 
 
CORFINA Corporación Financiera Nacional 
 
CPR Comunidades de Población en Resistencia (Guatemala), 

Communities of Popular Resistance 
 
CTEAR Comisión Técnica de Reasentados (Guatemala), Technical 

Commission of the Resettled 
 

 xxxiii



CTF Confederación de Trabajadores Federados, Confederation of 
Federated Workers 

 
CUC Comité de Unidad Campesina, Peasant Unity Committee 
 
CUSG Confederación de Unidad Sindical de Guatemala, Guatemalan 

Confederation of Trade Union Unity 
 
DIGEBOS Dirección General de Bosques y Vidas Silvestres, Directorate of 

Forests and Wildlife 

ECLA  United Nation’s Economic Commission for Latin America 
 
EEC European Economic Community 
 
EEGSA Empresa Eléctrica de Guatemala, Guatemalan Electricity Company 
 
EGP Ejercito Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP), Guatemalan Army of the 

Poor 
 
EIU Economist Intelligence Unit 
 
EMCESA  Embotelladora Central Sociedad Anónima 
 
ESA  Ejército Secreto Anticomunista, Secret Anti-Communist Army 
 
FAR  Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes, Rebel Armed Forces  
 
FGEI  Frente Guerrillero Edgar Ibarra, Edgar Ibarra Front 
 
FLACSO Facultad Latinoaamericana de Ciencias Sociales 
 
FRG  Frente Republicano Guatemalteco, Guatemalan Republican Front 
 
FUR  United Revolutionary Front 
 
GDP  Gross Domestic Product 
 
GFF  Guatemalan Freedom Foundation, U.S.-based 
 
GNIB  Guatemalan News and Information Bureau  
 

 xxxiv



GNP  Gross National Product 
 
GUATEXPRO National Export Promotion Center of Guatemala 
 
IADB  Inter-American Development Bank (Washington, D.C.) 
 
ILO  International Labour Organization (UN) 
 

INAFOR El Instituto Nacional Forestal 

 
INDE Guatemalan Electrical Institute 
 
INDECA Agricultural Commercialization Institute 
 
INGUAT Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo (Guatemala), Guatemala 

Tourism Institute 
 
INTECAP Instituto Técnico de Capacitación  
 
IRCA International Railways of Central America 
 

IUCN  International Union for the Conservation of Nature 

IUF  International Union of Food and Allied Workers 
 
MAB UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Programme 
 
MAS Movimiento de Acción Solidaria 
 
MINIGUA Misión de Naciones Unidas en Guatemala, U.N. Mission in 

Guatemala 
 
MMO  Mundo Maya Organization, Organización Mundo Maya (OMM) 

MR-13 Movimiento Revolucioario 13 de Noviembre, November 13 
Revolutionary Movement 

NGO  Non Governmental Organization 

 xxxv



ORPA Organización del Pueblo en Armas (Guatemala), Organization of 
the People in Arms 

 
PAN  Partido de Avanzada Nacional 
 
PGT Partido Guatemalteco de Trabajo, Guatemalan Labor Party 

(Communist Party) 
 
PN  National Police 
 
PM  Municipal Police 
 
PMA  Policia Militar Ambulante, Mobile Military Police 
 
PROLAC Dairy processing plant 
 
PSIS  Programme for Strategic and International Studies 
 
RBM  La Reserva de la Biosfera Maya 
 
RBSM  La Reserva de la Biosfera Sierra de las Minas 
 
REMHI Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica, The Recovery of Historical 

Memory Project of the Catholic Church’s Human Rights Office of 
the Archbishop of Guatemala 

 
SIGAP  El Sistema Guatemalteco de Areas Protegidas 
 
SME  Small and Medium Sized Enterprises 
 
SOE  State Owned Enterprises 
 
TELGUA Guatemalan Telecommunications 
 
UFCO  United Fruit Company 
 
UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 
 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
 
UNRISD United Nations Research Institute for Social Development 

(Geneva, Switzerland) 

 xxxvi



 
UNSITRAGUA Unidad Sindical de Trabajadores Guatemaltecos (Guatemala) 
 
URNG Union Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (Guatemala), 

Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity 
 
USAID Agencia para el Desarrollo Internacional/ United States Agency for 

International Development (Washington, D.C.) 
 
USIA U.S. Information Agency 
 
UVG La Universidad del Valle de Guatemala (Guatemala City, 

Guatemala) 
 
WCED  World Commission on Environment and Development 
 
WOLA Washington Office on Latin America (Washington, D.C.) 
 
WSP  The War-Torn Societies Project 

 xxxvii



 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

Post-conflict Transition, Tourism, Indigenous Market Women, 
and Other “Innocuous” Topics that Transformed Contemporary 

Guatemala 

THE PROBLEM 

This dissertation examines how different individuals active within tourism 

related work in Guatemala acted, reacted, and interacted during a critical period of 

post-conflict reconstruction (1988-1994).1  These individuals include solidarity 

activists, government representatives, indigenous market women and their 

families, tourists, textile wholesalers, members of local women’s associations, 

development extension workers, leaders of non-governmental organizations, 

government planners and anthropologists.  The dissertation is divided into seven 

                                                 
1 The difficulty of discussing the scope and nature of tourism is widely acknowledged and 
presents numerous obstacles (International Labour Organization 2001:9).  In presenting any useful 
picture of this work, it is, as the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) Report for discussion 
at the Tripartite Meeting on Human Resources Development, Employment and Globalization in 
the Hotel, Catering and Tourism Sector points out, necessary to “draw on a wide variety of 
sources for information, including government institutions, intergovernmental organizations, trade 
unions, employers’ organizations, companies, international nongovernmental organizations, and 
individual scholars (ILO 2001:9).  Indeed, it is to these sources/groups and the individuals who 
work within them that we have turned our attention in this research.  Please note that while 
significant written research is available on this topic currently, at the time I was conducting the 
work (late 1980s and early 1990s) little was available, making primary data collection and direct 
interface with these individuals the only way of collecting any data whatsoever.   
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chapters.  Over the course of our discussion, we visit/travel through numerous 

distinct but interrelated socio-geographic sites, ranging from the tourist 

marketplace of Panajachel and the community and family compounds of San Juan 

La Laguna to the Guatemala City planning offices of the Guatemala Tourism 

Institute (Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo – INGUAT), the conference halls of 

the University of Texas at Austin and Harvard University.  In distinct ways, each 

of these places and spaces function as a site of cultural production and knowledge, 

helping to create certain notions regarding indigenous peoples, Guatemala, natural 

and cultural heritage, economic exchange, and women.  Practices of travel, trade, 

production, consumption and research have linked them and their cultural and 

symbolic production together, facilitating the movement and exchange of people, 

ideas, and texts.  Through a combination of face-to-face interactions, print media, 

photography, television, video, and the Internet, the images and information 

produced in each articulate with one another in a national and increasingly global 

dialogue on ethnicity, gender, economic development, civil society and the state.  

As mobility, travel, and tourism increase and ‘indigenous movements and their 

critics’ more actively engage with one another to influence future national 

policies, these links grow stronger, exchanges become more frequent and social 

networks expand (horizontally and vertically, geographically and numerically).  

This redefinition of space, place, power and meaning necessitates a radical 

reassessment of the role of traditional actors in increasingly transnational 

exchanges and the power iconic images, such as culture bearing indigenous 
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women brokering goods in international settings, have within national post-

conflict reconstruction.  

A historic window of opportunity 

After three consecutive military administrations and a thirty five-year long 

civil war, the most brutal latter years (1978-1985) of which have come to be 

called la violencia (the violence), the first civilian president in sixteen years took 

office in Guatemala in January of 1986.2  Elected on promises to end human 

rights abuses and foster national policies aimed at concertación (harmonizing or, 

more critically put, establishing hegemony) Guatemala’s conflicting social and 

economic interests, Christian Democrat Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo’s administration 

represented, for some, a new period during which democracy could take hold and 

the economy could flourish.3  Yet, for others, aware of the extent of the abuses 

committed during the 1970s and early 1980s and the military’s continued power 

within Guatemalan civil society and state, the Cerezo administration represented a 

continuation of the policies that had transformed the country into an unstable war 

zone and an international pariah. 

In the central highlands of Guatemala, the late 1980s and early 1990s was 

a period marked by the apparently contradictory trends of movement and re-

stabilization.  From the small communities of the central highlands to the inner 

zones of Guatemala City, people were publicly resuming the practices and 

livelihoods that they had been forced to give up when their lives were interrupted 
                                                 
2 Susanne Jonas.  1991.  The Battle for Guatemala. Rebels, Death Squads, and U.S. Power.  Latin 
American Perspective Series, No. 5.  Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press. 
3 Beatriz Mantz.  1988a.  Refugees of a Hidden War: The Aftermath of Counterinsurgency in 
Guatemala.  New York: State University of New York Press, pg. 7. 
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by the worst years of the country's civil war.  This was a period during which the 

clear limitations and boundaries established during the war could again be tested 

and, within the complexity of everyday civilian life, blurred.  Although dismissed 

by much of the left as impotent4 and critiqued by the right as morally and 

politically corrupt, the Cerezo administration proved to be a critical step in the 

transition process.  It provided a political space and time in which indigenous 

people could once again travel outside of their communities, tourists could again 

fill marketplaces to visit, buy and photograph and many formerly exiled or 

silenced ladinos could quietly and gradually begin to implement their vision of a 

new Guatemala. 

Back on the Gringo Trail: the impact of civil war and the tourist trade on the 
Lake Atitlán region 

During the 1960s and 1970s, Guatemala was one of the many Latin 

American countries on the tourist circuit now known as the “Gringo Trail.”  It 

was at this time that Lake Atitlán, Guatemala’s second largest lake (long 

considered one of Guatemala greatest natural phenomena), became a prominent 

feature within the international tourist landscape.  Although visited by 

international tourists since the 1930s (Tax 1946:36 & 47),5 Lake Atitlán in the 

1960s and 1970s witnessed a marked increase in the number of tourists (turistas 

                                                 
4 His “impotence” as a politician, policymaker and planner being attributed to the belief that he 
was a military controlled figurehead. 
5 In addition to his 1946 classic The Towns of Lake Atitlán, Tax authored and co-authored 
numerous other pieces on Panajachel and other important urban centers in the Western Highlands. 
These early texts became reference points for many of the subsequent ethnographic and political 
economy analyses of these communities.  Among his works were “The Municipios of the Western 
Highlands of Guatemala” (1937), his “Panajachel field notes” (1950), and Penny Capitalism: A 
Guatemalan Indian Economy (1972).  Co-authored with Robert Hinshaw were “The Maya in the 
Midwestern Highlands” (1969) and “Panajachel a generation later” (1970). 
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finos, turistas de pisto) and backpackers (los mochileros, los hippies) (Castellanos 

Rodríguez 1988:73).6  Accessible by the Pan American highway and one of the 

only towns possessing the infrastructure necessary to accommodate a significant 

number of non-residents, Panajachel, the Kaqchikel community on the northern 

side of the Lake, became the stopping point for the majority of these visitors.   

Increasingly stable tourist numbers in the early 1960s and the subsequent 

possibility of profit provided indigenous marketers throughout the Lake region 

with the incentives necessary to establish weaving businesses in Panajachel.  

Indeed the market was left wide open in the early 1960s for non-Panajacheleños, 

since those from the town were “reluctant to work for Ladinos” and avoided work 

in hotels and weaving or selling típica to tourists (Hinshaw 1975:46).7  Able to 

produce modest surpluses of weavings and attracted by the possibility of 

accessing foreign consumers, indigenous marketers from surrounding 

communities emigrated and traveled to Panajachel throughout the 1960s and ‘70s 

to sell, buy and trade, establishing the basis for one of the most visited tourist 

markets in Guatemala, Panajachel’s Calle Santander.   
 

                                                 
6 The terms turistas finos (wealthy tourists) and turistas de pisto (tourists who have money) refer 
to those visitors who stay at high-end hotels, eat in what are considered to be expensive restaurants 
and are interested in buying significant quantities of “quality” goods to take home.  These are 
contrasted to mochileros (backpackers) and hippies (North American and European youth who 
live lifestyles likening to North American counterculture from the late 1960s and 1970s) who stay 
in small posadas (inns), eat local food, and tend to purchase smaller quantities of cheaper goods. 
7 “Foreign Indians…set the precedent for selling native fabrics to tourists, importing fabrics from 
Totonicapán and Chichicastenango, and purchasing small quantities from Indian women around 
the lake” (Hinshaw 1975:46).  For additional information on the dynamics of life and work in the 
tourist community of Panajachel, before and after this period, see Hinshaw’s 1966 Structure and 
stability of belief in Panajachel and his 1988 chapter “Tourist town amid the Violence: 
Panajachel,” in Robert M. Carmack’s (ed.) Harvest of Violence: The Maya Indians and the 
Guatemalan Crisis.  
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Illustration 1.1a and 1.1b Calle Santander, Panajachel 
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Illustration 1.2a and 1.2b Market Stalls on Calle Santander, Panajachel 
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Illustration 1.3a and 1.3b Marketers and tourists on Calle Santander, 
Panajachel 
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By the late 1970s, tourism had become a major national industry.  In 1978 

and 1979 the tourist trade was the third source of income in Guatemala, earning 

more than $200 million a year (¡Guatemala!  Nov/Dec 1982:2).  Regional tourist 

centers, such as Panajachel, experienced historically unprecedented popularity, 

growth, and expansion in infrastructure.  Host to numerous day and week-end 

tourists and home to a growing ladino chalatero population and an increasingly 

more permanent expatriate community made up primarily of young North 

Americans locally known as hippies, Panajachel, by many indicators, prospered.  

Yet the landscape, physically and socially, was changing, and for some, this 

caused concern.  However, local indigenous people accustomed to the transitory 

migration of middle and upper class ladinos and foreigners and still profiting from 

their consumer activities demonstrated little concern over economic and territorial 

changes regarding expanded businesses and land holdings.  Robert Hinshaw 

writes of his 1974 visit to Panajachel with colleague Sol Tax,  

The most visible changes of the past ten years are in construction of 
additional hotels (six), a new market arena, many new stores, restaurants, 
and tourist shops, and the continued spread of chalets over land formerly 
owned and farmed by Panajacheleños.  These changes appear to occasion 
no more resentment among the Indians with whom we visited than did the 
growth in Ladino and tourist presence the previous two decades (Hinshaw 
1975:171). 

What concerns local indigenous populations did express related to the 

social implications that this multi-ethnic, relationship had on their families and 

communities. 

Of much more concern to the Panajachel Indians and Ladinos alike is the 
emigration from the United States since 1970 of approximately two 
hundred young adults who have adopted Panajachel as their temporary, 
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and in some cases permanent, home.  They are referred to locally as 
hippies.  Their adoption of Panajachel extends to Indian housing and dress 
in many instances, as well as a level of subsistence living comparable to 
that of many Indians.  The attractiveness of some aspects of Indian culture 
to these North Americans only accentuates in the minds of Panajacheleños 
the lack of adoption of Indian values in other domains. 

Particularly difficult for Indians to understand and appreciate is the North 
Americans’ lack of interest in or apparent need to earn a livelihood.  The 
Indian youth are particularly aware of this, and their parents feel 
uncomfortable with the examples these new residents set in use of time.  
North Americans live among the Indian households and largely in 
Jucanyá, where Indians heretofore have enjoyed considerable privacy.  
The North Americans’ mores with respect to communal living, shifting 
sexual alliances, and drug use fly in the face of traditional Panajachel 
values and prompt a host of rumors.  Despite Panajacheleños’ history of 
adjusting to newcomers, I find their apparent tolerance for this latest 
intrusion remarkable!  Of course, the North Americans represent 
additional income for the community and continue to push upward the 
value of land.  One Indian family in November was negotiating the sale of 
one-half cuerda of land (less than one-tenth of an acre) near the lake to a 
young North American for the handsome sum of $2,000 (Hinshaw 
1975:171). 

Despite the incongruities of indigenous and foreign lifestyles and the 

looming problems associated with increasing land values and cost of living, 

indigenous community members and marketers managed to develop a remarkably 

peaceful co-existent relationship with these transient/resident foreigners.  

Uncomfortable with the ideas of doble asimilación (mutual assimilation) brought 

on by inter-cultural contact, Castellanos Rodríguez characterizes this relationship 

more as one of doble aceptación (mutual acceptance).  In it, indigenous 

community members gradually consented to the presence of the new group, while 

maintaining a respectful distance and clear sense of group autonomy.  The new 

resident foreigners, for their part, demonstrated an interest and respect for 
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indigenous ways previously not experienced while seeking a new way of life 

which integrated elements of their own, the local community’s, and the society 

they wished to create (Castellanos Rodríguez 1988:92).    

Hablar de un doble asimilación cultural sería demasiado categórico; 
referirse a una doble aceptación es quizás mas apropriado.  Los indígenas 
estuvieron anuentes a la presencia de los hippies y estos, a su vez, 
encontraron un estilo de vida que no era el propio y del que fue tomando 
elementos culturales, con variantes que se ajustaban al nuevo mundo de 
vida que pretendían crear (Castellanos Rodríguez 1988:92).8

Unfortunately for the groups living and working in Panajachel, tourism’s 

primacy, and their relatively peaceful daily co-existence was to be short-lived.  By 

the end of 1979, the conflict that had begun in eastern Guatemala in the late 1960s 

had reached the Lake area.  Both the atmosphere of tolerant co-existence and the 

economic prosperity experienced by tourist/indigenous communities such as 

Panajachel began to change.  There were signs of mounting tension: civil and 

military authorities beginning to interpret hippies’ beliefs and their respect 

towards indigenous people as subversive signs of communism, increasing arrests 

and document checking of foreigners (Castellanos Rodríguez 1988:89).  Within a 

year, numerous tourists and resident foreigners had left town, a trend that would 

continue until early 1984 (Castellanos Rodríguez 1988:93). 

As the tensions and violence of the civil war escalated and news of the 

repression became more widespread, the number of international tourists visiting 

the country began to drop as resident tourists gradually left and new ones ceased 
                                                 
8 “To talk about mutual cultural assimilation would be too categorical; referring to a mutual 
acceptance would be more appropriate.  The indigenous people were tolerant and consented to the 
presence of the hippies and the hippies, who in turn, found a way of life/lifestyle that was not their 
own and from which they borrowed certain cultural elements, that with some 
variations/adaptations were appropriate to the new world and lives that they were trying to create.” 
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to arrive.  The general international expression of fear and disapproval of the 

Guatemalan government’s domestic policies vis a vis its civilian population 

demonstrated in this downturn was formalized in December, 1979, when the 

Geneva based International Union of Food and Allied Workers (IUF) called for a 

formal international boycott of tourism to Guatemala.   

In 1981, the Guatemalan army began its highland offensive.  Within a year 

its “Victory 82” operation had initiated the military’s plan to decimate the 

economic and social basis of indigenous society.  Highland communities were 

razed, indigenous people massacred, and progressive ladinos disappeared.  

Refugees fled to the mountains and the nation’s borders.  Idyllic visions of a rural 

highland Shangri La were replaced with stark images of a Central American 

Vietnam.  The conflict could no longer be controlled or hidden.   

With military escalation came the collapse of the country’s tourism 

industry.  The number of tourists visiting the country from January to December 

1981 was 27.3% lower than the number of the same period in 1980.  By 1982, the 

tourist industry was generating only $60 million, a drop of $140 million from 

1979 levels (¡Guatemala! Nov/Dec. 1982:2).  Panicked at such high losses and the 

likelihood that they would increase, the Guatemala Tourism Commission 

(Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo - INGUAT) 9 contracted international public 

relations firms to help them improve Guatemala’s international image and reverse 

the industry’s downward spiral.  These PR and marketing efforts had little impact 

                                                 
9 El Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo (INGUAT) is referred to in the English language 
documents of the period as the Guatemalan Tourism Bureau, the Guatemalan Tourism 
Commission or  the Guatemalan Tourism Institute.  Whenever possible I will be referring to it by 
its acronym, INGUAT. 
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on a foreign market already saturated with stories of civil war and human rights 

abuses, U.S. State department travel warnings, and backed by an international 

tourism boycott.  Both numbers and revenues continued to drop.   

It was not until elections were held in 1985 and civilian president Vinicio 

Cerezo was elected that tourism’s downward trend began to reverse.  Within a 

year of his inauguration in 1986, the number of tourists visiting Guatemala 

increased by 14%.  Numbers increased 23% in 1987.  While Guatemala began to 

regain previous levels of visitors following the inauguration of Cerezo’s civilian-

led administration, it was not recapturing the same markets as it had in the late 

1970s.  The tourists who were visiting Guatemala in the late 1980s were quite 

different from those who had visited before the violence.  Within the short lapse, 

the market had shifted from one that had been primarily North American, to one 

that was mainly European (Continental), and to a lesser extent Asian and South 

American (Castellanos Rodríguez 1988:93-94).  Nationality was not the only 

notable difference.  This new post-violence clientele did not categorize/identify 

themselves as either “hippies” or “tourists”, but “travelers”, most of whom visited 

Guatemala as part of their tour of the “Third World” (Castellanos Rodríguez 

1988:94).  Presumably eager to escape what was considered the fast-paced life of 

industrialized society, these new travelers were encouraged by alternative touristic 

guides to visit the popular, economical get-away of Panajachel, nicknamed by 

tourists “‘Gringotenango’ for the number of North Americans who once lived 

there” (Castellanos Rodríguez 1988:94-95).  Wealthier, with less time, and little 

interest in local culture or establishing relations with local people, the primary 
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relationship these new travelers had with Panajacheleño locals and marketers was 

economic and commercial (Castellanos Rodríguez 1988:95).   

Castellanos Rodriguez’s observation that the tourist markets of Guatemala 

were changing was correct, but the changes in the new “travelers” who were these 

markets’ target audiences were just a part of it.  The extreme violence of the war 

had transformed many things, leaving a country very different from the one many 

indigenous community members, urban ladinos and anthropologists 

remembered.10  The conflict had re-defined social relations in tourist 

marketplaces, indigenous communities, government offices and the foreign 

universities of the anthropologists who studied them, creating solidarity among 

some groups, while provoking increased tensions between others and a sense of 

deep disillusionment and detachment among many.  This research explores the 

changes that took place in those groups as they sought to understand the changes 

taking place during Guatemala’s post-Violence, pre-Peace Accords period of 

transition to democracy. 

                                                 
10 “This book began in the late 1980s as a reexamination of identity politics and racism twenty 
years after my original fieldwork in Guatemala.  Right away, I knew this would  not be a restudy 
in any classical sense because ethnic politics, Guatemala, “Indian” communities, cultural 
anthropology, and Kay Warren had changed so dramatically since my first trip in 1969.  
Analytically, there was no constant frame of reference.  On the ground, I really had no choice.  
The atmosphere of uncertainty and violence that stemmed from the 1978-1985 civil war between 
the army and guerrilla forces still permeated everyday life in Guatemala and San Andrés 
Semetabaj, an agrarian community in the western highland department of Sololá, which had been 
the focus of my earlier work.  Moreover, self-proclaimed pan-community Maya groups were 
springing up throughout the country.  Maya academics and activists confronted Western scholars 
with pointed critiques of politics, research practices, and published findings on Maya culture.  One 
could hardly use the old rationale – the strategic innocence- that anthropology meant speaking out 
for those who had no voice” (Warren 1998:ix).  Warren’s reflections on her earlier work (i.e., her 
1978 The Symbolism of Subordination: Indian Identity in a Guatemalan Town) and her realization 
of the changing nature of ethnic relations in Guatemala and the role of anthropology within it is 
discussed further in greater depth in her 1998 book Indigenous Movements and their Critics: Pan-
Maya Activism in Guatemala. 
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Tourists, markets, and indigenous highland communities 

For the indigenous women from San Juan La Laguna (Sololá) who worked 

at the roadside stalls on the Calle Santander in Panajachel, the late 1980s was a 

profitable period during which "the tourists returned."  The return to civilian 

government and the gradual increase in the number of visitors returning to the 

central highlands reinvigorated many of the old weaving and selling networks of 

the 1960s and 1970s.  The revitalization of the regional and national tourist 

markets made it both possible and profitable for indigenous women to dedicate 

more time producing for and marketing to tourists.  Although there were many 

women and men who entered the regional tourist market network at this time that 

had not previously sold merchandise to tourists, there were others such as the 

Pérez women of San Juan La Laguna for whom marketing was a well-established 

activity.  Having begun in the late 1960s, producing for and marketing to tourists 

was an activity that had developed into more than a vehicle through which to 

economically survive.  It allowed them to fulfill their social obligations as 

mothers and wives, travel outside the geographic boundaries of their home 

community and, in the process, transcend some of the socially constructed 

limitations put upon women's activities. 

While beneficial in numerous ways - additional income, autonomy from 

ladino society, an alternative to less desirable labor situations - the transgression 

of local mores and norms involved in working in a trade that required travel and 

long hours in a multi-ethnic commercial setting with a mixed male/female 

clientele has had its price.  Those women involved in tourism-related marketing 
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were constantly forced to confront accusations from both family and community 

members of greed, promiscuity, anti-communitarianism and ethnic impurity.  

Despite the accusations, these women continued the daily struggle of learning 

Spanish, expanding their trading networks and educating their children so that 

they would not have to depend on weaving and marketing to tourists which, while 

temporarily profitable, in their opinion, had "no future."11

Planning for a new Guatemala 

For the planners, architects and engineers of the Guatemala National 

Tourism Bureau (INGUAT), the late 1980s was a period during which they could 

rebuild INGUAT programs that had been left to languish and reconsider 

Guatemala’s image and place in the region and the world.  For them, the 

indigenous female marketers who line the streets of Panajachel were one of the 

more familiar sights/sites in a rapidly expanding panorama of national attractions.  

While many INGUAT planners felt that the pictures of smiling market women in 

traje (indigenous dress) commonly featured in earlier promotions were still 

necessary, they stressed that such images were no longer sufficient for drawing 

tourists to Guatemala. 

Attuned to the changing desires and tastes of the national and international 

tourist market, promoters sought to create more authentic representations of 

Indian women, ones that would appeal to “today's” increasingly more 

                                                 
11 For a more complete discussion of Juanera’s incorporation into the regional, national and 
international tourism market, and their assessment of the economic future of weaving for tourism, 
see “No pertenece a ningún pueblo”: Tourism, commodification and petty commodity production 
in San Juan La Laguna, Sololá, Guatemala (Burtner 1993). 
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sophisticated and well-traveled tourists.  These changes came at a time at which 

planners were 
 
1) attempting to reorient the market away from low-end backpackers 

(predominantly North Americans) to a higher income European 
clientele,  

2) becoming increasingly aware of the long-term negative impact and 
"unsustainability" of mega-tourism projects, and  

3) recognizing that in order to remain competitive there must be a change 
in the way tourism was promoted, practiced and perceived. 

Strongly influenced by data and projections about the kind of income 

other small non-industrialized countries were generating through tourism 

Guatemalan national planners began to recognize the untapped potential that this 

relatively undeveloped industry held.  Planners and marketing consultants within 

the Guatemala National Tourism Bureau knew that the Guatemalan tourism 

industry was not being run as efficiently or capturing as much of the market as it 

could.  It was clear that more resources and concerted attention must be put to 

developing tourist resources/sites “uniquely Guatemalan.”   
 
Privatization and decentralization: public policy tools for reform in the 1990s 

The question was how could the government fund and manage these new 

programs and developments?  It was clear that with INGUAT’s meager budget 

and limited staff, it could not finance or manage all of the initiatives necessary to 

rebuild the industry, much less take advantage of the expanding market and 

emerging related opportunities.  In an effort to decentralize institutional 

administrative and financial responsibilities in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

INGUAT planners began promoting the development of partnerships with the 

private sector, and local initiatives to develop individual community’s tourist 
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potential.  INGUAT continued to help plan, co-finance, and manage certain costly 

infrastructure developments involving common-use, municipally held lands, such 

as playas públicas (public beaches).  Gradually Institute representatives began 

placing greater emphasis on the process of reorienting local businesses’ and 

communities’ expectations, recruiting local business leaders into the planning 

process, and to the extent possible, building sector capacity.12   

The new vision being promoted sought to position this established 

government bureau more as a new-style facilitating institution rather than as a 

traditional one that planned, implemented, and managed specific programs or 

projects.  As a facilitating institution INGUAT would provide this newly 

emerging and increasingly privatized, decentralized and entrepreneurial sector 

with the support services and links (i.e., information, training programs, and 

international exposure) necessary to be regionally and internationally competitive.  

Although privatization and decentralization offered the Guatemalan 

government some clear, concrete advantages in the financing and administration 

of growth in many sectors, and would become dominant trends in public policy 

and planning of neoliberal administrations throughout the region in the next 

decade, at the level of public sector and institutional reorganization these 

processes were, at this time, still considered controversial.  Although officially 

under civilian rule, the Guatemalan military was a prominent player in state 

affairs and still in active conflict with guerrilla forces. The transfer of decision 

making power and working funds away from more centralized national public 

                                                 
12 Here sector refers both to the service sector and to the private sector. 
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administrative centers to the private sector and to those at municipal levels was 

considered counterproductive and risky, even subversive.  Conscious of these 

perceptions and their possible ramifications on the lives and work of those 

involved in organizing and managing newly decentralized operations, progressive 

planners were cautious not to push government reforms and efforts to privatize 

and decentralize too far, too fast, or in a manner which would draw undue public 

attention.  Seeing this period of national and institutional reorganization as a 

unique opportunity to improve government programming and possibly rectify 

some of the political and social errors of the past, they opted to introduce changes 

based upon economic cost/benefit arguments, gradually and without excessive 

fanfare.  

In addition to relieving the state of many of its more direct financial, 

administrative and managerial responsibilities,13 the decentralization and 

privatization of government programs and projects was viewed by those aware of 

the logic and language of the emerging global sustainability debate as a possible 

method for simultaneously “developing” and “empowering” local communities.  

By transferring the funding, administrative duties and power to negotiate directly 

with the clientele to those at the municipal level (i.e., creating more direct 

producer/consumer relations), planners saw themselves as building the necessary 

economic and managerial capacity for local communities to run independent, yet 

still interconnected programs and projects.  This transfer of power was viewed not 

                                                 
13 Indisputably, the primary motivation for the financial and administrative reforms in the tourism 
industry was to relieve the state of unnecessary costs and responsibilities.  These decisions came at 
a crucial period during which state resources were needed to support and subsidize other economic 
projects, for which private and foreign investment were less available. 
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only as administrative and economic, but ultimately, as social and political.  Apart 

from bolstering micro-enterprises (i.e., passing the economic benefits on to the 

community) and leveraging new technologies and international marketing 

networks, local populations would be more in control of the production and 

distribution of the industry’s main products, more efficiently assessing and 

developing community resources and, if properly and honestly administered, 

better able to meet site-specific needs.  Tourism offered some unique 

opportunities in this redistribution, localization and negotiation of power because 

in many cases the primary industry “resource” and “product” was the community 

itself (i.e., physical access to the place, its image, History, Culture and 

population).   

Aware of the racism and clientelism inherent in many aspects of 

Guatemalan national culture and more traditional approaches to tourism, some 

planners felt that a new approach to the practice and industry (both from a 

traditional “top down” and “bottom up” approach) could possibly help to improve 

national ethnic relations. By diversifying the images produced at the national level 

(i.e., those used in promotional materials such as brochures, commercials and 

posters), the National Bureau could alter the images of the indigenous populations 

circulated at the national and international level.  Images focusing on “local 

culture” and specific locations/communities would help create more “unique” and 

“authentic” representations of contemporary indigenous Guatemala, reflecting its 

heterogeneity and dynamism and breaking down traditional and often degrading 

monolithic stereotypes.  More local control over what elements of local Culture 
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would be made accessible to and developed for tourism would allow communities 

to decide what elements of their lives (“ceremonial” and “everyday”) would be 

made public and commercialized, hence helping to ameliorate some of the 

tensions inherent in cultural commodification.  

However, with the memories of the violence still fresh in the public and 

private consciousness of many Guatemalans and the political future of the nation 

still uncertain, many planners maintained that for such changes to be lasting they 

would need to be implemented slowly and undetectably.  In addition to opening 

new markets, the highly profitable international trends in ethnic, eco- and 

adventure tourism provided promoters with a fresh repertoire of images and 

narrative frameworks within which to cast Guatemalan history and contemporary 

ethnic relations.  National planners aggressively integrated and promoted these 

new pleasure seeking commercial genres, linking them, whenever possible, to 

larger more regional level development projects such as La Ruta Maya and the 

Mundo Maya.  In these, they found the tools to expand the interpretive and 

narrative framework of Guatemalan social history and current international 

relations, and the international capital (human, social and economic) to try to 

make the country more visible, accessible, profitable, accountable, and safe.   

Interpreting the field: Anthropology, subject and object 

Among the many to return to Guatemala in the late 1980s (along with the 

exiled nationals and foreign tourists) were anthropologists.  As one of the most 

heavily studied countries in Latin American ("to every town a anthropologist...or 

two" went the quip among fieldworkers in the Central Highlands at the time), 
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anthropology in Guatemala was far from an unknown discipline.  Due to the early 

and prolific work of scholars involved in the Seminario de Integración Social 

Guatemalteca the research of social and cultural anthropologists, archeologists 

and socio-linguists was often cited within discussions of national culture and, 

depending on the level of political tension, was alternately considered 

entertaining, quaint or subversive.  The more recent participation of forensic 

anthropologists assisting in exhumations and identifications of previously 

unmarked rural gravesites throughout the late 1980s and 1990s brought the sub-

field into public view, further strengthening the last of these interpretations.  

Along with development and human rights workers, anthropologists repopulated 

the highlands (Central and Western) during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Their 

investigations ranged from social and archeological analyses of Mayan 

cosmology to symbolic and discourse-centered analyses of narratives of the 

violence.  It was during this period of migratory flow that I began my work in San 

Juan La Laguna, Sololá.   

I hesitate to say that I chose to study indigenous market women and their 

role in the regional and national tourism industry, because if one follows a 

chronological order of events (as well as any local relationships of power and 

access to information and entry) it was the market women and their families 

(traditionally "the subjects" of ethnographic fieldwork) who chose me (I became 

their "object”, both in the discursive and, later on, the material sense).  As I 

walked through the tourist market of Panajachel in November of 1988, a group of 

market women began to talk to me.  "¿Como te llamas niña?"  "¿De donde eres?" 
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"Aquí solita, que horror!"  "¿Y tu mama, tu papa - están vivos ellos?  ¿No están 

preocupados por ti?"14  Within the hour, they had plenty of information about me.  

They shared it with the marketers from adjoining street-side stalls, women I 

would learn later were members of their extended family.  They were aghast that I 

was alone, a female and so young, but thrilled that I spoke Spanish and knew 

something about weaving and marketing.  They invited me to come to visit them 

in their town, San Juan La Laguna, the following day.  Within a short time I was 

living with them, since they made it clear it was unsafe for a young woman, 

gringa (North American) or not, to be living and traveling alone.  They explained 

that usually indigenous people are gente decente (“decent people”), but that all 

that had happened over the previous years had made some of them abusive 

(abusive, rude, and hostile).  Finally, they stressed, I must be careful with those I 

was referring to as my Guatemalan colleagues who lived outside the community, 

because there is no trusting ladinos, particularly ladino men.   

When my first visit drew to a close and members of the network of the 

families I had come to know began asking if I would return, I said that it 

depended on many things, one of them being my studies.  I explained that in 

anthropology you had to do “fieldwork”, therefore every time you had a break in 

classes (a “vacation”) you needed to go do research.  "¿Por qué no hace su 

investigación sobre San Juan y la gente aquí?” they suggested.  That way, they 

argued, I could spend my time away from classes here, and write about this place.  

They explained that a number of other anthropologists had been there before over 

                                                 
14 “What is your name child?”  “Where are you from?”  “You’re here alone, how awful!” “And 
your mother, your father – are they alive?”  “Aren’t they worried about you?” 
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the years.  They had known several.  One, together with their neighbor, had 

written a book.  Everyone had heard about it.  Why did I not do the same?   I was 

not yet familiar with the work already conducted in the community and told them 

that I would have to see what my professors in Texas would say, but that I liked 

the idea and would do what I could to make it happen.  In 1989, my professors 

approved my return to Guatemala.  Over the next six years, I would return 

repeatedly to San Juan.  After several years, I expanded my research on the 

development of the tourism industry beyond the lakeside communities to include 

sites throughout the country and the opinions of policy makers, developers, and 

non-governmental organization representatives.15   

Like the Juaneros I had lived with over the years, the policy makers I 

came to know (some of them professional anthropologists themselves) often knew 

more about me than I did about them.  They interrogated me about my past, my 

work in Guatemala, my political leanings, and my motivations for working 

simultaneously with indigenous people (the country’s historically marginalized 

population) and with the National Tourism Bureau (a public sector entity, 

commonly accused of exploiting them).  They critiqued my theoretical and 

methodological approaches, suggested additional readings and taught me how to 

use new analytic tools and models.  Over the years, as was the case with the 

community members I lived with in the Central Highlands, many of us became 

good friends. 

                                                 
15 My range of subjects expanded, in many senses.  To incorporate the new information I was 
learning and the issues my new contacts were raising, my disciplinary studies expanded beyond 
anthropology, into public policy and regional planning. 
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Far from mouthpieces of The State, the tourism representatives I came to 

know were highly critical and concientizado (socially conscious) individuals who 

recognized the limitations of the socio-political situation in which they 

worked…and lived.  Many had been personally touched by the political violence 

of the 1970s and 1980s, some being forced into foreign exile, while others (those 

who could not or would not leave) were forced into silence.  To my good fortune, 

a number were interested in the way tourism was affecting indigenous 

communities in the Central Highlands.  We spent numerous hours talking about 

the historical development of the national tourism industry, going over project 

plans, and trying to retrieve data from INGUAT’s archives.  We traveled to field 

sites of projects in the Central Highlands, the Eastern Coast and the Petén, 

familiarizing ourselves with new reserves, community projects and support 

services, assessing their impacts and trying to understand and predict how each 

region and community’s changing context would affect future campaigns (and 

vice versa).  A number of planners I interviewed and worked with explained that 

beyond any intellectual interest they may have in this research, they were giving 

their time to me because these exchanges could be of some practical applied value 

to them.  At the time I served as a kind of link to the highlands and rural 

communities that were difficult for them to access as employees of a government 

bureau (with limited time and working funds for travel and research), ladinos, and 

men. 

The relationship between subject and object, in all of these contexts, was 

complicated.  At times social subjects actively offered and turned themselves into 
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the object of study.  Other times they questioned me to the point where it was 

obvious that I was the object of study and that they had claimed the investigatory 

position.  In all cases there were clear strategic decisions being made by the actors 

regarding the relative costs and benefits that this relationship and exchange would 

have for them.  Having lived within a structure of surveillance (involving both the 

military and fellow members of civil society) for a considerable part of their 

recent histories, individuals in each of these groups had learned how to extract 

and withhold information without actively confronting established power 

relations.  The boundary between what was and was not discussible, therefore, 

was carefully negotiated.  In many instances formally marking those limits was a 

luxury that could not be afforded, for even in making what could not be talked 

about explicit, suspicion was raised about the participants' intentions.  When there 

was any doubt about the potential reception and unauthorized circulation of 

certain information, silence, feigned naiveté, ignorance or avoidance was 

employed.  Transgressions of boundaries both within Guatemalan society and the 

research relation of this project were tolerated, but - as I would learn - only 

minimally. 

Tourism’s indigenous market women: an innocuous topic  

During the late 1980s and early 1990s numerous research projects were 

being conducted throughout the Guatemalan highlands: the exhumation of 

clandestine burial sites and the correct enumeration of the massacred; testimonies 

of child survivors of village raisings (Zur 1994, 1998); controversial efforts to 

uncover the truth about the National Guatemala Revolutionary Union (URNG) 
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representatives in Europe and the United States (Stoll 1999); the growing strength 

of the ethnic revitalization and the indigenous intellectual movements (Cojtí 

1991a, 1991b, 1994, 1996, 1997a, 1997b, 1997c; Warren 1998; Fischer 1993, 

1996; Fischer and McKenna Brown, eds. 1996). Among these, the topic of 

Guatemalan market women working in tourism, (indeed even tourism itself), was 

considered by nearly everyone I met during my six years of fieldwork to be 

innocuous.   

Local indigenous men and women, well acquainted with human rights 

workers and journalists, relaxed when I would ask them about how they began 

selling.  They turned their attention away from violence and ethnocide to the more 

mundane activities of their everyday lives, to what happened before the military 

came into the area, and to what they hoped they could achieve now that the 

conflict had calmed a bit.  Ladinos and government officials would also express 

visible relief after I told them that I was working on tourism and the role of 

indigenous market women in the regional and national tourism industry.  It was a 

safe subject and, relatively speaking, apolitical.  The indigenous market woman 

was a familiar image to everyone, something nearly anyone could talk about, 

either from the perspective of an entrepreneur, an artist/artisan, a weekend tourist, 

or a planner interested in developing a new market product/attraction. 

In this context, the image of the indigenous market woman became the 

vehicle for 1) talking about race, ethnicity, class and gender within a highly 

segregated and patriarchal ethnocracy (while putting, however indirectly, two 

groups -indigenous market women and the planners who produce the projects to 
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promote them- into dialogue with one another), 2) discussing alternative 

economic redevelopment plans for transition period administrations and 

institutions, and 3) navigating the terrain of what was and was not discussible 

within diverse groups and contexts in post-“Violence”, pre-Peace Accords 

Guatemala. 

THE METHODOLOGY 

The evolution of a narrative: six years of stories  

This dissertation is the final product of fieldwork conducted over a six-

year period (1988-1994).  During this six-year period, I made eight visits to 

Guatemala, spending a total of 22.5 months.16  During the summers of 1989 and 

1990, I lived in the Tz'utujil Maya community of San Juan La Laguna within an 

extended indigenous family network and studied Tz'utujil and Kaqchikel.  It was 

during these stays that I began hearing and later recording local cuentos of the 

community from the male family members and later the personal and family oral 

histories from the women.  The men's stories, which together form the collection 

Cuentos de mi abuelita, stories illustrated by a local artist, Antonio Coché 

Mendoza.  These short stories recounted the history of the community, taught the 

geography of the surrounding areas, and provided moral messages about ethnic, 

gender and class-based social mores and the results of their transgression.  Most 

importantly as one storyteller explained, they served to educate community 
                                                 
16 Before entering graduate school at the University of Texas at Austin in January 1989, I spent 
several months traveling through southern Mexico and western Guatemala.  It was during this trip 
that I visited Lake Atitlán for the first time (Nov-Dec. 1988 - 1 month).  Over the following years I 
returned repeatedly: May-Aug. 1989 (3.5 months); May-Aug. 1990 (3.5 months); May-Nov. 1991 
(6.5 months); June-Aug. 1992 (2 months); May-Aug. 1993 (2 trips)  (1 month); and Jan.- June 
1994 (5 months).  
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members and future generations about their history, so that "they do not forget."  

The images and lessons of these stories sparked my interest in issues of 

transgression, gender, and social memory, problems that would dominate my 

subsequent work. 

Interested in the lives of the women who ran the compound households I 

lived in, I tried to engage them in similar storytelling.  When invited to share a 

story or later approached, the women responded that they did not know any 

stories, and would refer me back to various male members of the family "who 

knew."  I already had spent enough time among these families to know that the 

popular image of the passive, silent Indian woman was not accurate and did not 

do these women justice.  The majority of women were very articulate and savvy 

businesswomen whose success in the marketplace was largely dependent on their 

ability "to talk.”  Shyness or lack of verbal mastery was not the reason for either 

their distance or disinterest. 

In time, I came to realize that both the men's and the women's expectations 

of what I was interested in and wanted to hear had been influenced by their 

knowledge of the narratives collected and circulated by the countless others who 

had come before me.  Tourists, free-lance journalists, human rights advocates, 

development workers, and anthropologists, together with tour guides and other 

marketers and community members had helped to form a rich local repertoire of 

“traditional” stories, moral lessons, local political or personal intrigue/conflict, 

and tales of scandalous, often inhuman acts.  In addition to being a more public 

speech act performed for newly arrived visitors and those interested in Local 

 29



Culture, it became increasingly clear that "storytelling" in this form was 

considered by both men and women to be a predominantly and almost exclusively 

male genre of performative speech.   

Women’s narratives: navigating the line between acceptable and trangressive 
behavior 

The question then became “what topics, in what ways and in what 

contexts did women feel comfortable speaking?”  I stopped trying to elicit any 

discussion about the community and began watching, listening and participating 

more closely to (in) the day-to-day interactions women had with members of their 

families (male, female, different age groups), religious groups and work groups.  

Women's "gossip”, child and peer discipline (both verbal and non-verbal), and 

market women's formal and casual business talk became the entryway into these 

women's lives.   

Initial narratives were primarily in the form of reactions to and 

commentaries on events and commonly observed interactions (hence the necessity 

of "participation").  Once a common basis of reference was established (events, 

people, places, networks, goods, prices, etc.) between us, women began to refer 

back to events either in humor, frustration or justification for a current decision or 

action.  They elaborated upon these common experiences by referring to earlier 

events, trying to explain the relevance of the past or current event or make sense 

of what they considered illogical, immoral or justifiable actions.  

The women's narratives were different from the men's in that they focused 

more on personal events and experiences; those of their own lives, of family 

members or of people they knew in the community.  This is not to imply that the 
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men did not engage in similar talk.  They did not, however, engage in it with me 

in the same way that the women did.  Like the male narratives, these accounts 

carried messages about what was considered acceptable and what was not.  For 

these women the boundaries and how to distinguish them, between acceptable and 

unacceptable behavior were a critical and constant issue.  These concerns 

stemmed from the fact that far from meeting the image of the proper Indian 

woman, whether locally or externally defined, these women were transgressing 

the boundaries of acceptable behavior on a daily basis.  Every time they boarded 

the early morning boat to Panajachel to work as market women in the region's 

largest tourist and export market, they knowingly broke local mores and ventured 

into uncertain waters. 

Even when it was recognized as an activity necessary for the survival of 

their family and community, female participation in the tourist and export market 

was still considered risky, if not for social/moral reasons then for economic ones 

(the two of which are deeply interconnected, as we shall see).  To begin with, one 

needed money to go into this business.  In addition to the market being 

inconsistent, there was the constant possibility of being cheated by, or falling into 

disfavor with, one's ladino/a or foreign patron/a (patron).  Women marketers 

carried much of the economic risk of the market and were regarded with suspicion 

and envy by other local women if/when they were suspected of earning too much.  

The Pérez market women were aware of the allegations against them, in which 

economic success, greed and sexual promiscuity were closely related.  Often they 

would refuse to talk or interact (socially and economically) with certain 
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individuals or families based upon "what had been said" about their work and 

how they behaved while carrying it out. 

In response to the tension of the women interacting with so many men in 

public places and the resulting local gossip, much joking was done by both family 

women and men about the potential of becoming extremely wealthy, amassing 

vast quantities of consumer goods and indulging in romantic/sexual liaisons with 

gringo tourists, wholesale comerciantes (merchants) and patrons/as (patrons).  

Having observed these tensions, the community factions and the related 

interactions and behaviors, I wanted to take a closer look at how these women's 

participation in the tourist market had changed the way they thought about 

themselves and their roles as indigenous women. 

Market participation: assessing women’s economic and social integration  

In May of 1990, I returned to San Juan to take a closer look at the 

participation of these women in the Panajachel tourist and export market.  I began 

to realize that these current activities were but one small part of a much larger 

process of integration in which indigenous women weavers were being drawn into 

the national and international tourist market.  For the Pérez family, this process 

had been taking place for three generations, beginning in the late 1960s and 

included many events beyond their Panajachel market participation: the loss of 

community lands, lowland and marriage-related migration and not least, the 

introduction of national and international development projects to the area.  That 

summer I spent three months observing market and community interactions 

surrounding the production, circulation and distribution of textiles.  In addition, I 
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conducted over twenty formal interviews with the three generations of women 

from this extended family, seventeen of which I discuss in my M.A. thesis entitled 

"No pertenece a ningún pueblo": tourism, commodification, and petty commodity 

production in San Juan La Laguna, Sololá, Guatemala.17   

Women were interviewed using five variations of one base interview 

format (see Appendix: Interview Format).  The base interview format consists of 

fourteen sections: biographic information; religion; participation in social groups 

outside the home; education; work; familial relations; experience outside of the 

town; relations with friends; relations with men; marital relations; children; 

gender and ethnic identity; women’s economic role within the family; problems 

and goals.  The interview format and its variations were designed to elicit 

information regarding different women’s participation within the public and 

private realm, focusing on their productive and reproductive activities.  Sections 

and questions were ordered in such a way as to focus on similarities and 

differences between the three generations of women. 

It the summer of 1990, I began conducting research at the INGUAT 

offices and the National Archives in Guatemala City, work that I continued in 

greater depth in May-November of 1991.  At INGUAT, I collected statistical and 

demographic data related to the national tourism industry18 and interviewed 

                                                 
17During that three and a half month period I was fortunate enough to be able to discuss and 
compare notes with Kari Hamerschlag, an M.A. candidate from University of California at 
Berkeley, who was also living in San Juan conducting the research for her M.A. thesis.  Her work 
focused on the experiences of women who were working with the two year old weaving 
organization, the results of which can be found in her 1991 thesis Asociación de Los Artesanos de 
San Juan: Indigenous Women's Craft Groups in the Guatemalan Highlands: Constraints and 
Opportunities for Empowerment Through Organization. 
18 INGUAT and the Bureau of Immigration. 

 33



representatives of INGUAT's tourist development programs as well as the 

Guatemalan executive secretary of the regional conservation/development project, 

the Mundo Maya.   

A year later, in the summer of 1992, while working as a research assistant 

in the Texas A&M/Universidad del Valle anthropological field school and living 

in Santa Cruz La Laguna, Rolando Cotuc Hi19 and I conducted a general survey of 

groups20 and individuals currently working in development in the communities 

surrounding the Lake.  That year I attended together with INGUAT 

representatives the international conference "Tourism till the year 2000”, where 

speakers ranging from then President of the Republic, Jorge Serrano Elías, to the 

then Minister of Defense, General José Domingo García, spoke on the importance 

of the industry to national development and the possibilities for and obstacles to 

future expansion.  

The data I was collecting, the speeches I listened to, and the work groups 

in which I participated in 1992 indicated the growing diversity, but still undefined 

and unstable nature of Guatemala’s evolving “transitional” socio-political 

landscape.  The growth of non-governmental organizations at the local level I 

observed and documented in Sololá illustrated a strengthening and increased 

organizational capacity within some sectors of civil society.  However, the 

heavily armed reception halls of the Hotel El Dorado where President Serrano and 

Minister García gave private lectures to international and government planners 

                                                 
19 A schoolteacher from San Pedro La Laguna and fellow research assistant in the Texas A&M/ 
Universidad del Valle anthropological field school. 
20 These groups included governmental and non-governmental, national and international 
organizations. 
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clearly communicated the power of elite decision-making, the strong ongoing 

relationship between the state and military, and the fragility of Guatemalan 

democracy.  Within less than a year Serrano, with the backing of the military’s 

high command, staged an auto-coup, in which he attempted to dissolve the 

national Congress, the Supreme Court and re-established media censorship.  

Underestimating national and international sentiment and overestimating support 

for this radically authoritarian move, Serrano was quickly forced out of power and 

the reconvened Congress appointed a successor, Human Rights Ombudsman 

Ramiro de León Carpio (A more detailed discussion of the political events of this 

period is elaborated in Chapter 2).  

Following the failed coup attempt of May 1993, I returned to San Juan 

twice.  Between these visits, I toured many of the country’s Biosphere and 

Biotope reserves with INGUAT’s Director of Natural Resources, Juan Pablo 

Vidaurre, and the Guatemalan representative of the Mundo Maya, Roberto Godoy 

Hererra.  In 1994, I returned to spend five months in Guatemala, four of which 

was spent in the municipality of Santiago Atitlán, Sololá working with the 

Asociación de los Amigos del Lago de Atitlán, a non-governmental organization 

interested in promoting local community-based conservation practices within the 

Lake Atitlán watershed.   

While back in the country I followed up on several highly publicized 

large-scale projects directed at lakeside development: both private and public 

sector initiatives.21  These large-scale “sustainable developments”, some of which 

                                                 
21  The intersectoral alliances which are so common today were viewed with extreme distrust 
during this period. 
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would completely reconfigure sections of watershed and were being protested by 

entire communities, helped to put into perspective the small-scale local initiatives 

I had been studying during the previous six years.  Moreover, my increased 

knowledge of the internal processes of government initiatives and the power 

behind private sector investment forced me to reconsider the nature of 

contemporary anthropology’s theoretical critiques of development and the 

assumed ideological, ethical and logistical division between governmental and 

non-governmental organizations/initiatives that dominated the field in the late 

1980s and early 1990s.  My constant interaction with planners, community 

leaders, and in-field requests for specific types of information needed to help 

protect land and human rights made me aware of the costs the discipline’s subtle 

yet palpable denigration of “applied” and policy-related work.  The dismissal of 

quantitative methods and the possible utility of exposing fieldworkers to 

institutional interventions such as social impact assessments –an approach I had 

felt comfortable with in academic communities and U.S. classrooms more 

interested in the theoretical subtleties of postmodernism- left me ill-prepared at 

rural cooperative meetings and in governmental or investor boardrooms.   

Well trained in socio-cultural theoretical analysis and ethnographic 

methods -critical in helping to describe, analyze and communicate the 

significance of certain social relations and situations- but keenly aware of my lack 

of preparation to enter the world of applied social sciences (i.e., knowledge of 

accepted standards, methods and models, and the appropriate language for 

presenting them to multi-disciplinary and multi-sectoral audiences), I continued, 
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throughout my final years in Guatemala, the struggle to learn the additional 

disciplinary languages necessary to communicate to planners and investors the 

importance of some of the deep underlying differences, similarities and 

assumptions that made certain plans beneficial and/or detrimental to project 

affected populations.  I spent the subsequent six years being trained in public 

policy, program planning, implementation and evaluation and working in diverse 

international contexts with communities and planners involved in large-scale 

infrastructure projects.  These experiences provided me with skills that, together 

with ethnographic methods and textual analysis, have proven critical for 

understanding conflicts, settlements, and the dynamics of slow socio-political and 

economic transitions throughout Latin America.22  

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

The dissertation is divided into seven chapters.  Before beginning this 

textual and ethnographic analysis of the various forms and processes of cultural 

production and knowledge related to the Guatemalan tourism industry, it is 

necessary to establish the national context in which these sites and the actors 

working within them functioned.  Therefore, I begin Chapter 2 (In “The Eye of 

the Storm”: Negotiating Guatemala’s post-conflict transition to democracy) by 

providing an overview of the international, national and institutional context of 

“The Violence” and of the social reforms that were to follow.  I start by briefly 

                                                 
22 This multidisciplinary approach to applied social science research has been the basis for all of 
the assessments I was to conduct in my later work on involuntary resettlement and rehabilitation in 
Brazil (1995-2001) and in approaches I was to take with the establishment of a Brazilian Studies 
Initiative I coordinated at the David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies at Harvard 
University (1999-2002).  
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reviewing US/Central American relations during the 1980s and discussing the 

unsettling calm that followed - late 1980s and early 1990s - during which Central 

Americans tried to rebuild their countries.  Having established the regional 

context of Central America during the 1980s, I focus in on how Guatemalans in 

particular began to negotiate “the transition”, testing the boundaries and openings 

forged after the 1985 presidential elections.  A review of the newly elected 

Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca’s (Christian Democrat) moderate Proyecto 

Nacional, 1986-1991 illustrates both the optimism and the limitations of the 

Christian Democrat government’s reforms, and the direction of future system-

wide reorganization, liberalization, and decentralization.   

Despite skepticism, a continuing recession, and the clear limitations of the 

civilian administrations’ control when assuming office in 1986, it would not be 

long before modest reforms and restructuring within the public and private sectors 

began, and the reverberations of newly developing sectoral collaborations would 

be felt by members of government ministries, the business and commercial sector 

and the indigenous highland communities destined for development.  The 

majority of the broader stabilization measures that were initiated during this 

transition phase (i.e., the establishment of international and national 

agreements/accords, commissions, neo-liberal economic reforms, and 

international aid packages) were geared towards ending Guatemala’s period of 

national isolation, re-opening socio-economic and political spaces and markets 

and redefining the social relations and geography of the nation and region.  

Although few ultimately delivered the resources or systemic changes promised, 
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these measures did force institutions and sectors to adopt reformist stances (i.e., 

changing their policies and integrating new actors).  In the meantime, post-

election and pre-Peace Accords market optimism increased and short-term 

opportunities for improvements and profits emerged.  Communities, institutions 

and sectors long dormant and inactive worked to reorganize and recreate 

themselves so as to adapt to and, whenever possible, take advantage of 

Guatemala’s long-awaited and highly prophesized success through new 

alternative forms of development, principal among which was tourism.   

The multifaceted developments that took place within this sector and 

industry and the multiple sites that its expansion and growth impacted and 

encompassed (discussed later in Chapters IV, V, and VI) helped to re-map the 

local, national and regional landscape.  In order to better understand this socio-

political, economic and geographic reconfiguration, one needs to know something 

about tourism during the period leading up to the transition and the debates that 

surrounded it.  “Creating forbidden landscapes”, the first section of Chapter 3, 

provides a historic overview of the tourist industry in Guatemala during the late 

1970s and early 1980s when the military repression of “La Violencia” was at its 

height and the International Union of Food and Allied Worker’s (IUF) 

international tourism boycott of travel to Guatemala was first launched.  “Travel 

narratives from Guatemala,” the second section of the chapter, juxtaposes the 

official state discourses of space, place, and identity produced for Guatemala’s 

tourism market during the military governments of Romeo Lucas Garcia (1978-

 39



82), Efraín Ríos Montt (1982-83) and Oscar Mejía Victores (1983-85) with that of 

the counterhegemonic spatial narratives of protest used in the boycott.   

While the creation of these new narratives for the boycott challenged those 

of dominant/official tourist discourses, it by no means eliminated or even sought 

to displace them.  Rather their relevance, timeliness, and success necessitated that 

the two co-exist simultaneously.  The strength of these alternative narratives came 

from their ability to drive wedges into the cleavages that existed in traditional 

national tourism narratives, which when opened revealed the complex, less than 

idyllic, social “Reality” of the nation and delegitimized the cohesion, singularity 

and omnipotent voice of the official state discourse of the country/nation and all 

the relations which it encompassed.  In “Prying open the cleavages of the social”, 

the third section of Chapter 3, I analyze the discursive and non-discursive 

strategies successfully used in the boycott to reveal the “reality” that lay behind 

the “image” and to simultaneously isolate the “Guatemalan State” while building 

multi-level and international solidarity networks (reaching across class, national 

and political boundaries), the goal of which was to support the “Guatemalan 

people.” 

Just how to continue “Selling beauty and pleasure in” what was quickly 

becoming known throughout the international community as “the Land of Eternal 

Tyranny,” the title of Chapter 4, posed a significant problem for the numerous 

sectors of the Guatemalan government and economy involved directly and 

indirectly in the tourism industry.  Part of the “thankless” and wildly unpopular 

task of defending the Guatemalan military government and tourism industry fell 
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to the Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo (INGUAT) and its then Director Alvaro 

Arzú Irigoyen.  Adopting the wartime metaphors and parlance of the time, the 

Guatemalan government, with INGUAT at the forefront, launched a counter-

attack against the boycott and all those who supported it.  In “Governmental 

responses during the military dictatorships,” the first section of Chapter 4, I look 

at how governmental representatives attempted to take the Guatemalan 

government’s struggle to repress opposition to the international level, with less 

than hoped for results.  I show early mistakes, defeats and public humiliations led 

Guatemalan governmental entities such as INGUAT to reassess and refine their 

strategies in fighting the opposition in the international arena, employing new 

more market-driven and public relations-oriented tools/weapons.  Like a number 

of their earlier militarily-oriented counterparts, many of these were created and 

implemented by U.S. companies.  While moderately successful in convincing 

would be international tourists that Guatemala was a “safe” place (opening new 

markets) –thus allowing the tourism industry to survive- these new tools/weapons 

were practically useless when turned upon the Guatemalan upper classes and 

policy makers.  Despite the tireless war time lobbying efforts of Arzú and the 

clear evidence of the potential profitability of a privately-run tourism oriented 

service sector, Guatemala’s established decision-makers (whose member were 

more closely allied to Guatemala’s agro-industry-oriented oligopolies) remained 

unconvincing of the tourism industry’s importance and were unwilling to support 

its growth.   
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Although much would change over the course of the transition period, the 

beginning of which was marked by Vinicio Cerezo’s inauguration to the 

presidency, significant transformations in attitudes or behavior were not 

immediate.  There were numerous conceptual and policy hurdles yet to be gotten 

over.  For example, the issue of how to reestablish the legitimacy of the state and 

develop a new narrative/policy framework of civil society-state, indigenous-

ladino relations was a problem few government or civic organization 

representatives could competently address when faced with it in 1986.  Aware of 

the resources, skills and position the country lacked vis a vis its regional and 

hemispheric neighbors, the Christian Democratic Party began by laying out plans 

to valorize, protect, conserve and develop the resources Guatemala did possess.   

In the second section of Chapter 4, entitled “Learning to Valorar Las 

Ventajas and El Glorioso Ejemplo Maya: The moderate politics and polices of 

culture under civilian rule,” we review the Christian Democrats’ early attempts to 

adopt “new” and internationally popular concepts related to more equitable, 

decentralized and ultimately privatized development - all while reconstructing and 

rewriting Guatemalan history and ethnic relations in the name of social, political 

and economic stabilization.  For help in rewriting this past and creating a new 

image for living in the present, transition era administrations often turned to 

INGUAT.  In the next section, entitled “Creating a more ‘colorful and friendly’ 

Guatemala” Marketing a peaceful, ethnic image in a more globalized society,” I 

look at the way INGUAT planners and publicists during the early civilian 

administrations reworked old icons, metaphors and tropes, creating for 
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Guatemalans and foreigners alike “products” that simultaneously allured and 

reassured, and were experientially dense (increasing experiential volume per 

moment²): all of which were necessary for Guatemala to be competitive within 

the now larger and more diverse international market of tourist options.  However 

what was clear to all who were familiar with Guatemala, was that these new 

materials were more than products for consumption, they were tools, indeed 

maps, for new alternative national landscapes, tested out in the fantasy and 

leisure-scapes of the national and international tourist imagination. 

Entering these touristic leisure-scapes, however, was an inherently 

transgressive action, for all those involved, particularly for the indigenous market 

women who seemed in the tourist brochures to perpetually inhabit the roadside 

stalls depicted.  In Chapter 5 “Daily Transgressions: The costs and benefits of 

marketplace participation” I discuss how, far from a stable and immobile 

repetitive practice linked to a fixed spatial location23, these women’s market 

participation was a carefully orchestrated process, the success of which was based 

on one “Finding and maintaining one’s balance on slippery terrain.”  Indeed, the 

participation of indigenous market women, such as the women of the Pérez family 

of San Juan La Laguna, in this international and multiethnic tourist marketplace 

was a constant process of daily decisions, negotiations, strategic expansion and 

contraction, entry and withdrawal, in which they were permitted to inhabit only 

the most liminal spaces. 

                                                 
23 Which was perpetual only in the materials produced and perhaps in the minds of audiences. 
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In order to better visualize and conceptualize the ways the Pérez women’s 

market participation has (re)oriented and impacted their daily lives and decisions 

to break or adhere to certain norms, I have divided Chapter 5 into two parts: Part 

I: The Tourist Marketplace (Calle Santander, Panajachel) and Part II: The Pérez 

family compound (San Juan La Laguna).  Drawing on interactions observed from 

"A space at the side of the road”, I begin Part I by discussing how the tourist 

marketplace serves as a liminal space or site/sight in which 1) travel, production, 

consumption and transgression come together, 2) national images of ethnicity, 

class and gender articulate with local images, 3) images and products are sold and 

bought, and 4) identities and boundaries are presented, negotiated, defended and 

transformed.  Within this atmosphere of unstable fluctuating markets, often 

(over)extended production and credit networks, and ever-changing business 

alliances and consumer tastes ("Lo que les gustan”), indigenous market women 

have to pay constant attention to what potential consumers want and like and how 

they as indigenous market women present themselves to and interact with their 

non-indigenous clientele.  As we will see, how these women managed these social 

relationships, based primarily on purchase and exchange, were critical to their 

economic success.  This is particularly so, given that for many market women 

these relationships were their primary mechanism for making sense of (accessing, 

interpreting, and translating) international consumer demands, gauging risk, 

relative costs and benefits and, ultimately, understanding the increasing 

immateriality of authenticity in a low and mid-range market geared towards more 

standardized, large scale production and consumption. 
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Although separated from the marketplace by numerous physical and social 

barriers, the communities and compounds these women return home to are deeply 

connected to and affected by the tourism industry and the role they play in it.  In 

Part II of Chapter 5, “The Pérez family compound (San Juan La Laguna)”, I 

begin the discussion by looking at the circumstances that led these women to first 

enter the industry and how, over time, their participation in it and general attitudes 

towards it have changed (“Superación and Stigma”).  While the Pérez women’s 

participation as weavers/producers had in the past caused little disruption in their 

daily lives, their new roles as full-time brokers have had a significantly greater 

impact, removing them/forcing them to withdraw from many of the everyday 

activities which defined acceptable indigenous female social identity and 

community membership.  Their absences (some periodic, others more permanent) 

from these activities have socially and symbolically marked them within their 

home communities as different from other women and indigenous people, making 

them the object of both admiration and criticism (“Anda casa en casa…siempre 

está en la calle”).   

This alternating admiration and criticism reveals a deeper disjuncture 

between the real and the ideal in terms of both female behavior and the economic 

strategies many rural indigenous families are currently embracing.  Women 

marketers often comment on the injustice of the contradiction between normative 

and ideal behavior in their communities, and defend their decision to continue 

working.  They argue that despite the stigmatized/ing status market women who 

work in Panajachel must endure, marketing is the only activity available to them 
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that can provide the means to fulfill their accepted and traditional social roles as 

parents and local patrons.  Indeed, explained one of the most successful marketers 

in the Pérez family, Socorra, it is through marketing that women are able to “fulfil 

their obligations” (“cumplir con sus obligaciones”) to their families and 

community and successfully “prepare” the next generation of women and men for 

their new and hopefully better roles in society (“Ahora estoy feliz porque cumplí 

con mi obligación”). 

In time, the sale of textiles to foreign consumers became a more accepted 

business for women to be involved in - with women as the producers and males as 

the co-op/association leaders and market intermediaries.  Formal organizations 

created and funded by foreign volunteers established along with newly emergent 

local leadership sought to define, plan, and implement “more democratic 

processes” for “community development.”  Unfortunately, despite their initial 

attempts, the Pérez women could not and would not take part in this process 

(“(Un)cooperative Women”).  I end Part II of Chapter 5 by looking at how the 

maintenance of established weaving networks among the Pérezes came to be 

interpreted by consultants to and members of a recently created women’s weaving 

association in San Juan as a threat to the welfare of the community.  Rather than 

either a functional local alternative to the association’s structure or a phenomenon 

which would bring the very practice and notion of engineered empowerment and 

community development into question, these female entrepreneurs were portrayed 

within the local development debate as long-time exploiters of local women 
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weavers and ongoing potential obstacles to future community -wide superación 

(improvement/development). 

Having discussed the liminality, hybridity, and multi-level benefits and 

tensions surrounding women’s participation in the tourist marketplace, I conclude 

Chapter 5 by analyzing a series of events which illustrate just how tenuous the 

social relations are that hold this and other public sites of highly class marked 

interethnic commercial interaction together.  These events, which center around a 

series of attacks by “mobs” of indigenous people on foreign female tourists, 

graphically illustrate how, despite attempts to establish amicable relations 1) 

stability and trust are a constant non-linear negotiation and never fully achieved, 

and 2) seemingly important and established activities and relationships last only 

as long as immediate mutual benefit is derived or at least perceived.  Although 

vociferously dismissed as “bizarre” random events perpetrated by a few 

individuals in places that were always far from where the speakers lived and 

worked, the repeated attacks made everyone working within the busy 

transnational “traffic in culture” of the international tourist marketplace pause.  In 

this pause, some began to reconsider the latent violence and increasing 

ineffectiveness of certain approaches to and effects commerce were having on its 

many participants, and the many meanings and messages of what still “lay 

beneath.” 

While many Juaneros and Juaneras interpreted their movement into the 

public sphere as a sign of their modernity, autonomy, and difference (and were 

throughout the process more often criticized than supported), many national 
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tourism planners24 viewed these women’s participation in the foreign market as a 

sign of the reaffirmation and revitalization of ethnic and community identity and 

local tradition.  However, for these industry professionals, the issue was not the 

micro-mechanics of individual actor’s/people’s lives –i.e., the specific obstacles 

or incentives to participation in the market found in each particular site/context– 

but how to plan and build a larger structure through which more may better 

participate, generate income, and benefit.  The new social and economic spaces 

industry planners imagined as they toured post-violence Guatemala and put to 

paper once they returned to their offices in Guatemala City would radically 

reshape the way many would look at and experience Guatemala and its people.  

In Chapter 6, “Re-mapping Guatemala and the Maya World”, I look at 

how professional anthropologists, architects, and natural resource specialists 

active within INGUAT during the late 1980s and early 1990s discussed, planned 

and implemented transition era programs aimed at promoting the identification, 

development, conservation and preservation of the nation’s “cultural and natural 

heritage.”  Among the basic resources of national cultural and natural patrimony 

identified and targeted for development, conservation and preservation were 

elements of what were considered Maya Culture and History.   

In Part I of Chapter 6, entitled “Privatization + Decentralization + Re-

designation = Democratization: Formulas for More Sustainable Post-Conflict 

Development,” we look at how the institutions, policies, and practices involved in 

the simultaneous use and conservation of these “tangible” and “intangible” assets 

                                                 
24 Along with others interested in cultural preservation and revitalization. 
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were undergoing tremendous changes, due largely in part to larger system-wide 

macro-processes of decentralization and privatization.  In “Formulating a 

reconstruction strategy for Guatemala’s post-conflict transition to democracy” I 

discuss just how far reaching these systemic reforms went, and how the multi-

sectoral transformations they required redefined the context in which tourism 

market planners and participants imagined and worked.   

Out of this new context emerged radically new programs that sought to do 

nothing less than re-map the nation, the Central American region and the way 

movement through it would be practiced in the next millenium.  In “National 

reconstruction & development and the preservation of cultural & natural 

heritage”, I trace the creation and transformation of two of the programs which 

presented the first “alternative” post-conflict regional tourism plans to 

simultaneously promote and preserve Guatemala’s “valuable resources” and the 

Maya: La Ruta Maya and the Mundo Maya.  Although never implemented in its 

entirety, La Ruta Maya changed the way Guatemalan planners thought about 

tourism promotions and the international marketability of their unique national 

patrimony (i.e., natural and cultural resources).  More importantly, it was one of 

the first major programs to promote sustainability (an idea which was at the time 

little known), arguing for the need for developers to rethink the way they 

approached social and economic relations around the preservation and 

commercialization of nature and culture, requiring projects to include to greater 

degrees the participation of and benefits brought to these populations and 

communities.  This section looks at how, unable and unwilling to comply with La 
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Ruta Maya’s mandate, national planners withdrew from the project and helped to 

create what would become the Mundo Maya.  Together with national and foreign 

consultants, INGUAT planners began the process of re-mapping Guatemala and 

re-framing its history.  In doing so they diversified the range of sites promoted, 

further decentralized the organizational structure that oversaw national tourism 

development, and began offering the private sector and international multilateral 

organizations a central role in directing what was soon to become one of the 

country’s largest industries (“Old trends and new markets”). 

The alternatives that emerged from the sustainability debate redefined 

tourism development for many areas, Lake Atitlán being one.  In “Looking for 

alternatives: Sustainability and the new Calle Santander market” I examine how 

the differing definitions of sustainability (and competing regional and sectoral 

interests) led to varying opinions of the best way to achieve it.  By 1994, Lake 

Atitlán had become one of many contested areas over which different interest 

groups struggled to implement their visions of development, preservation, and 

conservation.  While INGUAT planners discussed new ways to make the Calle 

Santander market cleaner, safer, and more lucrative, private sector interests 

branched out along the beaches and communities that surrounded it, designating 

and appropriating areas (both privately and communally owned) to be developed 

for or protected from tourism.  In some areas, these appropriations and 

interventions were welcomed, while in others they created hostility and organized 

protest. 
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The growing critique that tourism would destroy what it claimed to value 

and appreciate most resonated as one lakeside community after another sought to 

alternately profit and protect itself from outside investment and land takeovers.  

The social and economic stakes of market participation were much higher now.  

The distant and somewhat abstract fears that market women’s contamination by 

their interactions the tourist market would negatively impact the community were 

replaced with the immediate threat that foreign consumers would directly 

contaminate their communities with illegal drugs, loose mores, and sexually 

transmitted diseases.  The social boundaries of ethnicity and class that had been so 

clearly marked were now being concretized by many new landowners who 

surrounded their new lakeside chalets and properties with fences, guard dogs and 

armed guardians, blocking many indigenous people’s access to the lake itself.  

With the private sector in charge, property sales increasing, and what minimal 

legislation in place to protect communities practically unenforceable, some feared 

what the economic success of the tourism boom would bring. 

The concluding chapter (Chapter 7) offers a brief final look at some of the 

various levels at which professional analysts approached the issue of Maya 

Culture at the end/turn of the century.  These include Guatemalan tourism 

developers in Guatemala City, professional academics from the fields of 

anthropology, linguistics, art history meeting in Austin, Texas and members of the 

international development community dedicated to cultural and natural heritage 

preservation at the UNESCO Conference of the Americas in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts.  In doing so, these final pages seek to tie together the narrative of 
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the dissertation text itself, spatially and temporally (through a chronological 

sequence), taking us from 1992 to 2002, and to comment on my own intellectual 

development, which began in the same halls in which this narrative concludes.   

 

 52



CHAPTER 2 

In “The Eye of the Storm”: Negotiating Guatemala’s Post-conflict 
Transition to Democracy 

COMPELLING CONTRASTS: THE UTILITY OF OPPOSITIONS AND EXTREMES 
IN POST-CONFLICT TRANSITIONS 

“‘Guatemala, From Where the Rainbow Takes Its Colors: Ancient, 
Historical, Colorful, Picturesque, Modern.’ 

-Title of travel book by Joaquín Muñoz (1940) 

[Guatemala:]…one of the most cruel, corrupt, and evil places on earth. 

   -Edward Abbey 

‘Can any single nation possibly be described by two statements as extreme 

and opposite as these?’” asks Robert Trudeau in the preface to his 1993 volume 

Guatemalan Politics: The Popular Struggle for Democracy.  The opposition and 

extremity of these images – touristic bliss and unspeakable socio-political 

violence - leave a lasting and unsettling impression, one that Trudeau is not able 

to reconcile, but nevertheless feels accurately and compellingly describes the 

country.   

Guatemala is a nation blessed with extraordinary physical beauty and 
abundant natural resources, but cursed with a wretched social history.  
Extremism has been the norm, socially, economically, and certainly 
politically.  Guatemala’s highland climate – “eternal spring” in the tourist 
literature – is as pleasant as anywhere, the scenic vistas as spectacular, and 
the residents as fascinating, but the poverty and political violence are 
terrible.  In a wonderful physical and cultural setting, the social 
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consequences of political extremism are particularly dispiriting.  The 
contrasts in Guatemala are compelling (Trudeau 1993:vii).25

The diametric oppositions set up by Trudeau in the opening lines of his 

preface are echoed through numerous studies of Guatemalan history, politics, 

economics, and anthropology.26  The image of a nation torn apart by inequity, 

violence, and terror, yet through it all, a place and object of extraordinary beauty, 

is an effective trope.  It communicates the tension and uncertainty of the situation, 

while conjuring complementary images of historical injustice, victimization, 

potential salvation, and cautious optimism. 

Authors writing about Guatemala have focused on the violence for 

numerous reasons: to bring attention to unrecognized crises and give voice to 

marginal/ “voiceless” populations; to explain the nature, degree and results of 

socio-political and economic-based conflict; or to lobby for, justify or uphold a 

change in national or international policy – be it revolutionary or reformist in 

orientation.  In other analyses, such as this one, the violence is not the main focus, 

but the context, within which some less dramatic events or practices must be 

placed in order to be fully understood: elections, economic exchanges, promotions 

of national industries and private initiatives, and the individual pursuit of 

knowledge or pleasure.  Discussions of such events are particularly important in 

periods of post-conflict transition to democracy, such as the one we are discussing 
                                                 
25 In addition to his 1993 book Guatemalan Politics: The Popular Struggle for Democracy, 
Robert Trudeau’s 1981 paper “The Guatemalan Electoral Process and Democracy: Implications 
for Public Opinion in the United States” and his 1982 chapter “United States Policy Towards 
Guatemala” in Richard Newfarmer’s (ed.) From Gunboats to Diplomacy: New Policies for Latin 
America discuss the complex nature of Guatemalan-US relations, and the role of  North American 
public opinion in US foreign policy leading up to late 1980s. 
26 Jean-Marie Simon’s 1987 photo collection Guatemala: Eternal Spring, Eternal Tyranny to be 
discussed in Chapter 3 being one of the most well known.   
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here.  In these discussions, accounts of extreme violence serve as the introduction 

to and benchmarks for change within larger regional and historical processes such 

as the Cold War, the (re)democratization of Latin America, and economic 

development planning.  

Descriptions of such violence…are relevant to the analysis of an emergent 
democracy, because institutional change- such as the creation of free 
elections- must be studied in a broader sociopolitical context…They 
illustrate the nature of Guatemalan politics and the extremism that so often 
characterizes political participation there.  Most important, they become 
part of the real story of Guatemalan politics that all subsequent 
participants learn from or integrate into their planning (Trudeau 1993:4).  

Indigenous market women and their home communities, national tourism 

planners and their private sector backers, international anthropologists and their 

university departments –all practicing their respective trades in Guatemala during 

the late 1980s and early 1990s– were, whether they discussed it or not, keenly 

aware of the violence and carefully planned their activities and intellectual 

production accordingly.  Before further exploring the images of opposition, 

extremism, and transgression that permeated these narratives of the events in 

Guatemala during this time and the pleasure and tensions which exploring and 

crossing boundaries created for them, it is necessary, as Trudeau suggests 

(Trudeau 1993:xx), to understand 1) the broader socio-political context in which 

these events/discussions took place, 2) what participants in the Guatemalan 

political process learned from these events, and 3) how they integrated it into their 

planning.   
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THE BROADER SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT  

Central America and the Reagan Doctrine 

Extremes and oppositions have been used to characterize the late 1980s 

and early 1990s in Central America, either by design or default.  By the 1980s, 

Central America was in the midst of revolutionary change.   

Disenchantment with development, a widening gap in income distribution, 
diminishing buying power, a spiraling foreign debt, and the catastrophic 
impoverishment of the majority of Central America’s population hurled 
Central Americans toward social crisis and fratricidal war (Torres-Rivas, 
1993:119).   

In Guatemala and El Salvador, insurgent guerrilla movements challenged the 

military and state from their bases in the countryside.  In Nicaragua, the U.S. 

backed embargo and Contra forces fought to destabilize the revolutionary 

Sandinista government.  Honduras and Costa Rica, while not experiencing civil 

wars of their own, were severely impacted by the surrounding conflict, the former 

becoming a regional host to three foreign militaries and the latter, gradually 

becoming economically suffocated and politically isolated (ibid.).   

The United States, with its long history of strategic and economic interests 

in the Caribbean Basin, made intervention in the economic, social and political 

affairs of Central American nations one of its main foreign policy priorities during 

this period.  Throughout the Reagan administration, proponents of “the Reagan 

Doctrine” worked to build public support for intervention (Hahn 1987).  In a 

process Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky (1988) described as “manufacturing 

consent”, supporters of the Reagan Doctrine educated the U.S. public through 

print and electronic media on the nature of the conflict within these countries and 
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fought to dispel any contradictory information circulated by some members of the 

press or international solidarity and human rights organizations.  Former advisor 

to President Reagan and U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Jeane 

Kirkpatrick summarized the Reagan administration’s position and the need for a 

clear and unified U.S. political perspective on the Central American question: 

The crisis in Central America, and its stakes for the United States and the 

hemisphere as a whole are clear.  Any veils that may still seem to obscure the true 

nature and import of the crisis have been woven by the disinformation of those 

who seek to deceive us and the confusion of those who sincerely, but naively, take 

refuge in wishful thinking (Jeane Kirkpatrick 1987:xvi). 

Increasing levels of U.S. aid and intervention in the region were presented 

during the two Reagan administrations (1980-84; 1984-88) to U.S. constituents 

and representatives, Republican and Democrat, as short-term requisites for 1) 

encouraging a democratic revolution, a process that would help to rectify long-

standing inequity and instability, and 2) guarding against betrayals of that process 

by “communist sympathizers.”   

While U.S. attention focused primarily on events taking place in Cuba, 

Nicaragua and El Salvador, Guatemala was considered to be, while admittedly 

unstable and failing to thrive, relatively under control.  Within the revolutionary 

equation of the Caribbean Basin, it was seen more as a dependent variable, a 

potential victim of the region’s events, than as an independent variable needing to 

be isolated and aggressively dealt with.  Stressing the urgent need for U.S. 

bipartisan consensus for an effective settlement in Central America, John Silber 
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used the domino theory of communist expansion to describe the vulnerability of 

legitimate, historically appropriate democratic reform taking place in some states 

in the region, such as Guatemala. 27

The legitimate revolution for democracy is the only effective way for the 
societies of Central America to escape their oligarchic and quasi-feudal 
backwardness in order to join the community of modern democratic 
nations.  It is the democratic revolution that inspired the rising against 
Somoza in Nicaragua but that was betrayed by the Sandinistas and 
perverted into their instrument for totalitarian power.  And it is the 
presence of Soviet-financed and Cuban insurgents that hamper the United 
States in the encouragement of democratization in other countries in the 
region – for example, Guatemala – lest the temporary instabilities caused 
by that process open the doors to new Marxist takeovers (Silber 
1987:311). 

Viewed as the potential victim within the larger more active revolutionary 

struggles in the region, Guatemala was of secondary, even tertiary interest to 

many North American analysts -across the political spectrum- interested in the 

region, a sentiment captured in the popular U.S. solidarity movement chant of the 

period: “Primero, Nicaragua!  Segundo, El Salvador!  Después, Guatemala!”  

These analyses and assessments reflected the immediate ideological interests of 

the U.S. right and left far more than the factors determining the country’s 

importance within the region and the hemisphere (i.e., natural and human 

resources, market size, industrial base, geopolitical position, etc.).  With the 

largest population, oil reserves, the most significant U.S. business investment and 

a border with Mexico, Guatemala had, over the second half of the twentieth 

century, grown in international importance and become a leader in Central 

                                                 
27 “It is hoped that this book can help rend those veils and point the way to the urgently needed 
bipartisan understanding and consensus that are so eloquently argued by John R. Silber in his 
concluding chapter.” Jeane Kirkpatrick, Central America and the Reagan Doctrine. 1987:xvi. 
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American affairs (i.e., the Central American Common Market).  Acknowledging 

the oversight, Robert Carmack argues that rather than peripheral importance, 

Guatemala was in the late 1980s perhaps “the most strategic” country in the 

region (Carmack 1988:ix).   

Growth, crisis and conflict: the legacy of early cold war priorities 

Despite its secondary, even tertiary, importance within the cold war 

politics of the 1980s, Guatemala figured prominently in the U.S.’s earlier 

struggles with rapid social change in Latin America during the cold war and set an 

historic precedent for aggressive U.S. intervention (political and economic) in the 

region and repressive national policies favoring economic growth over increased 

social equity.  In 1954, Guatemala took center stage within U.S. foreign policy 

when the U.S. government, with the support of the U.S. Central Intelligence 

Agency, helped to overthrow democratically elected President Jacobo Arbenz 

Guzmán for legislating and beginning to implement national land reform policies 

(Carmack 1988; Etchinson 1975; Fried 1983; Immermann 1980-81, 1982; 

Schlesinger and Kinzer 1999).28  Provided with extensive military and economic 

aid from the U.S. government, which wanted to see the country turned into a 

“showcase of capitalist development”, the newly installed Castillo Armas 

administration and subsequent Counterrevolutionary governments “rhetorically 

supported reform while dismantling the popular organizations fostered by the 

                                                 
28 For more information on the opposition to land reform under the Arbenz administration see 
Immerman (1982) and McClintock (1985).  Both Immerman’s The CIA in Guatemala:The 
Foreign Policy of Intervention (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982:4) and Michael 
McClintock’s The American Connection: Volume Two: State Terror and Popular Resistance in 
Guatemala (London: Zed Books, 1985)  explore the connection between the CIA overthrow of 
Arbenz and the landed economic interests of the United Fruit Company (UFCO). 
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previous revolutionary governments of Arévalo and Arbenz” (Handy 1984:185).29  

Infused with external capital and linked to expanding international consumer 

markets (regional and hemispheric), the Guatemalan economy experienced a 

boom over the next three decades: large agro-export enterprises flourished and 

Guatemala assumed a dominant position with highly favorable terms of trade 

within the newly formed Central American Common Market (CACM).30  

However, the social price of this growth was high, resulting in the dispossession 

and semi-proletarianization of a significant percentage of rural producers and the 

marginalization and repression of urban workers. 

The dynamics of the agricultural export boom of the 1950s, 1960s and 

1970s exemplified how this post-1954 strategy for the modernization of 

Guatemalan capitalist relations functioned, facilitating both multi-sectoral 

economic growth and the series of social crises that would follow.  As mentioned, 

continued efforts to modernize Guatemalan capitalism through the expansion and 

diversification of agricultural exports, one of the primary goals of previous 

Revolutionary governments, did lead to an upturn in economic productivity 

following the coup, resulting in the export boom of the 1950s ‘60s, and ‘70s 

(Jonas 1991:75-76).  While the post war agricultural export market thrived 

through a combination of “technification” and “capitalization” (Porras 1978:369), 

                                                 
29 Both the newly installed Castillo Armas administration and subsequent governments “needed to 
front their repressive economic policies with a veneer of development and reform” (Handy 
1984:185).   
30 For interesting discussions of the role of private foreign investment in the Central American 
partner nations of the CACM and some of the subsequent problems in the negotiating process, see 
Gert Rosenthal’s 1971 “The Role of Private Foreign Investment in the Development of the Central 
American Common Market” and David Browning’s 1974 “The Rise and Fall of the Central 
American Common Market.” 
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domestic use (e.g., subsistence peasant) agriculture suffered as the pressure to 

expropriate land increased (Figueroa Ibarra 1980:275-276, 282; Williams 

1986:158) and the size of smallholder units (minifundias) significantly decreased 

(Davis 1988:15).  Expropriation and the rapid disappearance of the minifundia led 

to a crisis among rural populations, a growing segment of which could no longer 

sustain or reproduce itself, and was reduced to little more than a reserve labor 

force for rural and urban industries that could not absorb it.31  The rural crisis that 

these policies produced, combined with the increasingly difficult urban situation, 

exacerbated by the 1976 earthquake which left an estimated 1.25 million people 

homeless –some 50,000 of which migrated to the cities- destroyed productive and 

reproductive bases, displaced and impoverished large segments of the population, 

and further increased the already stark disparities within Guatemalan society for 

both rural and urban populations.   

Efforts to modernize the urban industrial base of the nation had similar 

results.  The tack taken by national and regional planners for the development of 

an industrial urban labor market during this period –favoring free market over an 

“integrated industries” strategy- was short-sighted in that it did not significantly 

improved urban standards of living or the working class’s purchasing power, 
                                                 
31 “The dynamics of economic growth and diversification, begun under the reformist model of the 
Revolution, continued into the post-1954 period but without the ameliorating attempts to plan 
growth with equity.  Income was redistributed negatively after the reversal of the agrarian reform 
in 1954, with 92 percent of the population (primarily rural laborers and subsistence farmers) 
seeing its share of the GNP and per capita income significantly reduced from 1950 to the early 
1960s (Adams 1970; Gordon 1971; Whetten 1961).  During the mid 1960s, according the 
Guatemalan National Planning Council, 90 percent of all rural families were either landless or 
owned plots of land too small for subsistence (cf. Handy 1984, 209).  The halfhearted efforts at 
land colonization were virtually ineffective in improving distribution.  Aside from land invasions 
(countered by forcible evictions), the principal outlets for the rural landless were increasing 
migration (some of it seasonal) to the southern coast and migration to the cities” (Jonas 1991:65).  
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leaving the industry and country highly vulnerable to inevitable regional and 

global economic contractions.32  Post-1954 efforts to build the industrial base of 

Central American countries had rested on the need to form a regional trading 

block and build a strong domestic consumer market.  During the late 1950s 

Central American governments together with members of the region’s business 

communities began to discuss how best to structure such a union/system.  The 

U.N. Economic Commission for Latin America (CEPAL) worked with these 

parties to design a moderate reformist structure/strategy for balanced growth; one 

that would help to balance the inequalities between Central American nations 

through the development of integration industries, while not threatening the 

interests of these nations’ propertied classes (i.e., no expropriation or 

nationalization of land holdings as had happened earlier in the decade).  With 

their goal of avoiding strong state centered initiatives which they viewed as 

“socialistic” and promoting the operation of “free markets” in the region, Alliance 

for Progress oriented policymakers from the United States opposed CEPAL’s 

approach, criticizing it as being overly nationalist and protectionist, particularly in 

relation to import substitution (Jonas 1991:49-50).  Leveraging the significant 

negotiating power of U.S. aid and private sector backing, the U.S. “free market” 

model soon overpowered the U.N.’s equitable integration industry model.  By the 

end of the 1960s private investors, attracted by a competitive strategy promoting 

low wages and tax incentives for foreign companies, had developed strong 
                                                 
32 “Between 1950 and 1964, unemployment and underemployment rose from 56 percent to 70 
percent of the total urban population (Cohen 1969, 11, 14).  Between 1950 and 1962 the 
employable urban population increased seven times faster than the number of urban employed 
(Adams 1970, 425), largely a consequence of the kind of industrialization promoted during the 
1960s” (Jonas 1991:65-66). 

 62



footholds within the more developed countries of Guatemala and El Salvador.  

“By 1969, Guatemala enjoyed 32 percent of the region’s foreign investment, as 

compared with 12 percent in Nicaragua (Rosenthal 1971), and by 1970 it was the 

only nation whose trade balance was positive with all of the others” (Jonas 

1991:50).   

While Guatemala was able to garner short-term profits from its beneficial 

position within the CACM, its weak urban industrial and limited national 

consumer bases left it highly vulnerable to 1) the waves of external shocks it was 

about to receive from surrounding Central American countries, and 2) the 

stagnation of the global market upon which it had come to depend – the 

combination of which resulted in growing trade and fiscal deficits which defined 

the economic crisis of the 1980s.  The inequities caused by Guatemala and El 

Salvador’s privileged positions within the CACM had produced significant 

tensions within the region, leading to the 1970 withdrawal of Honduras from the 

CACM, a blow from which the trading block never fully recovered.  Debilitated 

but still functioning, CACM’s strength diminished throughout the 1970s (due to a 

decline in regional trade), leaving Guatemala with significant balance of 

payments and unemployment problems.  Growing regional and international 

instability (political and economic) –including the Nicaraguan Revolution of 1979 

and the 1981 offensive in El Salvador– led to the second crisis of the CACM.  

Continued dependence of foreign markets, principally that of the U.S., which 

were entering recessions of their own (made more critical by the international oil 

crisis of the late 1970s, and higher interest rates- rates that Guatemala eventually 
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imported) led to a drop in the international purchasing price of major agricultural 

export commodities such as coffee, sugar and cotton. 

  The social crises (i.e., displacement, impoverishment and discontent) that 

these post-1954 economic policies helped to create within both urban and rural 

populations had deep political consequences, coinciding with and fueling various 

institutional expressions of the nations’ growing civil unrest.33   “Despite massive 

repression, (these social crises) nourished a revival of old social movements, 

generated new social movements, and fueled a new insurgency” (Jonas 1991:95).  

Initially subdued by the repressive policies of the post-coup Counterrevolutionary 

administrations of Castillo Armas (1954-1958) and Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes 

(1958-1963), by 1960 student and labor organizations began to re-emerge to 

publicly protest the economic policies and widespread corruption of the Ydígoras 

government.  On November 13th of that year, nearly a third of the Guatemalan 

army rebelled in a coup attempt against the Ydígoras government.  Although 

unsuccessful, it triggered a critical defection from the armed forces of numerous 

coup leaders including Luis Turcios Lima and Marco Antonio Yon Sosa who 

together with other former army officers joined the Partido Guatemalteco de 

Trabajo (PGT)34 and later in 1962 broke away to form the Movimiento 

Revolucionario 13 de Noviembre (MR-13)35.   

                                                 
33 Starting in the east and moving west during the following decade, these early mobilizations 
marked the beginning of an armed conflict that would last over thirty years and account for an 
estimated 200,000 deaths and disappearances.  Rather than diminishing over time, the conflict 
intensified, culminating in the infamous counterinsurgency strategies of the early 1980s in which 
tens of thousands of civilians were killed and hundreds of rural communities destroyed (Hayner 
2001:45). 
34 Guatemalan Labor Party (Communist Party). 
35 November 13 Revolutionary Movement. 
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The early 1960s witnessed an increase in the visibility and extent to which 

these new movements and institutions interacted with one another and with local 

populations.  It was, however, a trend that when confronted with the strength and 

tactics of the state’s counterinsurgency campaign, would not last long.  Popular 

uprisings in the spring of 1962 –in response to the fraudulent elections of 1961– 

led to a series of demonstrations and strikes, which were supported by the MR-13.  

Frustrated with the closing of legitimate political avenues for action, within a year 

the PGT formed the Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes (FAR)36.  Committed to a foco 

strategy of mass mobilization through exemplary action, the guerrilla movement 

began its work in the Eastern provinces of Zacapa and Izabal, where ladino 

farmers were struggling with large landowners and foreign investors involved in 

agro-export related land consolidation.  Given the history of land reform in these 

areas, its subsequent reversal and the current problems of expropriation, the FAR 

was able to build a significant base over the next five years.  Despite its growth, 

territoriality disputes, lack of coordination and experience and critical flaws in the 

ideological mission and strategy of the guerrilla movement (e.g., foquismo and the 

omission of indigenous issues and leadership) left it fragmented and unable to 

defend itself or its civilian bases from the army’s subsequent “pacification 

efforts”, which following the 1966 election of Méndez Montenegro was highly 

fortified by U.S. technical and financial assistance (Jonas 1991:69-71).  The 

much-debated decision to partially demobilize the FAR following the 1966 

elections marked a turning point for the nascent guerrilla movement.  Within a 

                                                 
36 Rebel Armed Forces. 
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year Turcios Lima was dead and a major counterinsurgency campaign was 

launched by the military, incapacitating various MR-13 Fronts and eliminating 

key FAR operatives.  Over the next several years, opposition leaders ranging from 

Yon Sosa to Otto René Castillo were assassinated.  By 1968 the guerrilla 

movement had been decimated, only to re-emerge reorganized in the early 1970s.   

When surviving factions of the guerrilla movement began to re-emerge 

after 1972 they had strategically reassessed and structurally reorganized 

themselves.  There was strong recognition both from within and outside the 

different cadres that the foco strategy adhered to in the 1960s was highly flawed 

and that a socio-political struggle that omitted Guatemala’s indigenous peoples 

(and its rural majority) would never succeed.  Operating quietly in rural areas 

throughout the 1970s (launching occasional isolated actions) reorganized factions 

of the FAR began to build new rural and urban bases.  Focusing on the 

importance of the ethnic-national question, The Ejercito Guerrillero de los 

Pobres (EGP)37 –the reorganized incarnation of Turcios Lima’s Frente 

Guerrillero Edgar Ibarra (FGEI)38- built its base in the highlands, later allying 

itself with popular indigenous sympathetic peasant worker organizations such as 

the Comité de Unidad Campesina (CUC).39  Like the EGP, the Organización del 

Pueblo en Armas (ORPA)40 –also an offshoot of the FAR and previously known 

as the FAR/Regional de Occidente- focused its reorganized strategy on the 

situation facing indigenous highland communities, forming a strong operating 

                                                 
37 Guerrilla Army of the Poor. 
38 Edgar Ibarra Front. 
39 Peasant Unity Committee. 
40 Organization of the People in Arms. 
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base around Lake Atitlán and the southern coastal area to which those 

communities seasonally migrated.   

By 1980, the guerrilla groups in Guatemala amounted to more than 8,000 

men and women and were supported by a noncombatant civilian base of some 

250,000 in the indigenous, overpopulated areas of the central and northwest 

Highlands.  The indigenous mobilization constituted the most significant event of 

the crisis because it represented both ethnic and national demands and it 

embodied the greatest indigenous revolt since the Conquest (Torres-Rivas 

1993:125). 

Recognizing the importance of the urban sector, ORPA also reached out to 

urban intellectuals (professors, students and progressive elements of the middle-

class) and labor unions.  Sparked by their own increasing strength and diversity, 

the 1979 Sandinista victory in Nicaragua, the 1981 FMLN offensive in El 

Salvador, and the CUC strike on the Southern Coast, in 1982 the EGP, ORPA, 

FAR and PGT unified to create the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional 

Guatemalteca (URNG). 41   

Although the formation of the URNG was significant from a political and 

organizational perspective, it did not significantly alter the balance of power 

between the military and the opposition.  Indeed, rather than experiencing an 

increase in its power subsequent to unification, the guerrilla movement -whose 

strength was at its height in 1980 and 1981- was dealt serious blows by the 

military during 1981 and 1982, forcing it into a much weaker defensive stance for 

                                                 
41 Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity. 
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the next several years – a position from which it was unable to effectively defend 

itself or the populations of the areas in which they operated.  The aggressive state 

tactics of massacres and razings used during this period, the vast majority of 

which targeted rural indigenous populations and villages, were based upon a 

military strategy and philosophy that sought not just to destroy the rebel forces, 

but to disable and decimate what was widely believed to be their economic, 

geographic and social base: the indigenous civilian population of the central and 

northwest highlands.   

The Guatemalan army’s offensive (1981-1982) did not annihilate the 
guerrillas but forced their retreat while physically destroying 440 
indigenous villages, murdering 75,000 campesinos, and displacing some 
100,000 to 500,000 people.  The “Victory ‘82” operation was ethnocide 
that destroyed the material and social bases of the indigenous culture 
(Torres-Rivas 1993:125). 

The degree and nature of civilian casualties and displacement due to the 

war earned Guatemala the worst human rights record in the Western Hemisphere.  

During the late 1980s “(r)eliable estimates place(d) the death toll from political 

repression at more than 100,000 since the 1954 coup, while persons 

“disappeared” for political reasons number in the tens of thousands” (Carmack 

1988:x).  Casualties increased and the categories of populations affected 

broadened and shifted as the conflict progressed, making definitive numbers of 

dead, wounded and displaced difficult to assess.  The effects of these losses would 

have lasting social, political and economic ramifications, extending well beyond 

the official duration of the conflict.42   
                                                 
42 “Tidal waves of warfare in the late 1970s and 1980s took a devastating toll on Guatemala, 
especially in the western highlands, where most of the country’s indigenous citizens live.  An 
estimated 70,000 to 100,000 people were killed; half a million people out of a national population 
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The Guatemalan military’s strategy of striking the rural indigenous 

population was successful in decimating not only the economic and political base 

of the leftist guerrillas, but of the country as a whole.  Decades of fighting sank 

the country into deep financial trouble, manifested in high external debt, inflation, 

and unemployment.  Social indicators such as health, education, and standard of 

living indicated growing inequity.  (For a more detailed discussion of the 

economic impact of the war on national markets and rural/urban populations see 

Chapter 4).  In an effort to curb the worst elements of a region-wide recession 

(s)tructural adjustment and stabilization, virtually designed and imposed 
by the International Monetary Fund, was inaugurated in Guatemala 
beginning in 1981.  All the Central American countries, with unequal 
levels of failure, have attempted to apply this whole package of 
prescriptions.  The end result has been the control of great macroeconomic 
instability, such as managing the balance of payments, reducing inflation, 
and curbing fiscal deficits.  The goal of adjustment and stabilization has 
not been achieved, not even at the price of stagnation, in spite of the 
reduction of imports by more than 50 percent in the 1980s and the 
considerable reduction of social welfare expenditures (Torres-Rivas 
1993:124).  

As the country collapsed under the weight of decades of class and ethnic 

war, a region-wide recession and externally imposed structural adjustment and 

                                                                                                                                     
of 8 million became internal refugees; 150,000 fled to Mexico as political and economic refugees; 
and 200,000 found their way to other countries, such as the United States” (Warren 1998:53).   
“The toll of thirty years of war is even higher: more than one hundred thousand dead, forty 
thousand disappeared, and more than a million driven into exile (Schirmer personal 
communication).  There is a Baudrillard-like aspect of citing one or another set of statistics for the 
violence in Guatemala.  Shifting choices among alternatives may reflect different methods for 
estimating the terrible slaughter.  But the politics of consensus building also means that statistics 
become a code to represent political allegiances.  From my point of view, shared by former 
MINIGUA administrator Roger Plant (1997), the longer conflict was not uniform in time or 
geography, and thus, something is lost when analysts merge the crisis of 1978-85 into the longer 
history of insurgency/counterinsurgency conflicts for the country as a whole.  This account treats 
the period when national conflict came to the highlands and centered on Maya communities” 
(Warren 1998:229). 
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stabilization measures, the Guatemalan military began to break into factions and 

loose control.  Successive coups against ruling Generals in 1982 and 1983 (first 

against General Romeo Lucas García on March 23, 1982 and then against his 

successor General Ríos Montt in August of 1983) made it clear that a new way of 

managing/governing the country would have to be found.  It would take several 

years and another military government, however, before structural and 

institutional reforms in the political process began to be implemented.   

In 1985, the administration of General Oscar Mejía Víctores, “fulfilled 

promises to restore democracy” by permitting elections (Economist Intelligence 

Unit Limited 1999a, Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 1999b:5).  With the 

inauguration of the civilian administration of Christian Democrat Vinicio Cerezo 

Arévalo, Guatemala began a tense, but significantly less violent phase in civil 

society/state relations.  Within the “unsettled calm” (Torres-Rivas 1993:119) of 

one of the worst socio-economic and political tempests of the century, new 

negotiations and transitions began, international coalitions for oversight and 

development formed, and a broad array of social actors (both old and new) with 

vested interests (re)emerged to take the field. 

WHAT PARTICIPANTS LEARNED 

Assessing the transition from within the Eye of the Storm 

The armies have returned to their barracks while retaining an important 
share of power.  They have left behind, in the hands of politicians, the 
distressing task of managing a chaotic economy and its social 
consequences (Torres-Rivas 1993:131). 
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Politically isolated, internally unstable and economically bankrupt, in 

1985, the Guatemalan military under General Mejía Víctores upheld its promise 

to “return to the barracks” and hold presidential, congressional, and municipal 

elections (Trudeau 1993:3).  Elections were judged clean (no fraud or 

abstentionism), electoral participation high, and a civilian from the moderate 

Christian Democratic party, Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo, was elected to the 

presidency.  “For the first time in…twenty years in Guatemala, civilian opposition 

candidates won in a competition between political parties that, although not 

totally plural, marked the beginning of a new era in Central America” (Torres-

Rivas 1993:126).   

Moves toward elections and civilian administrations, such as those taking 

place in Guatemala, met the interests of many of the region’s traditional power 

brokers.  Guatemala’s status as a pariah within the international community had 

become a great liability for the nation’s economic elite that wished to become part 

of the ever-expanding and highly lucrative international global networks of 

investment, industrial production, and trade.  Although still very wary of the 

intentions of Guatemala’s public sector and many of its emerging civic 

organizations, this elite cadre recognized the potential economic gains involved 

and tentatively support these and other moves towards building “a more open 

society” (Warren 1998:54).  “Internationally, the U.S. (gave) important support to 

the constitutional process that brought the Christian Democrats to power, 

recognizing that a “centrist, democratic” government in Guatemala strengthens its 

own position in the region” (Manz 1988a:24).  Moreover, implementation of 
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civilian leadership was becoming a basic consideration in assessing the feasibility 

of national and regional re-stabilization and commencing funding for post civil 

war reconstruction, not just in Latin America, but throughout the world (Kumar 

1998:6).   

The most obvious objective of postconflict elections is to transfer power to 
a democratically installed government that enjoys national and 
international legitimacy and is able to start rebuilding the country.  The 
principle that people should choose their governments through free and 
fair elections is being increasingly enshrined in international law.  
Consequently, at the end of a civil war, there tends to be a consensus 
among the conflicting political parties, many civil society organizations, 
and particularly the international community that the country should have 
democratic elections to select a new government or a constituent assembly 
to draft a new constitution.  During the past decade, international donor 
agencies have generally, though not always, insisted that competitive 
elections are a necessary condition for the flow of foreign assistance 
(Kumar 1998:6). 

Unlike the other international situations to which Kumar refers, 

Guatemala’s civilian elections took place before the official cessation of 

hostilities and signing of Peace Accord, not after, leaving the military as a major 

actor within civilian administration era state-civil society relations.  Indeed, it 

would take four civilian administrations worth of negotiations before any such 

agreements would be reached and efforts to reduce the size and scope of activities 

of the armed forces could be initiated.  However tenuous, this transition allowed 

Guatemalans to begin the process and join other Central American populations in 

beginning to shift their focus from the crisis of revolution, isolation, and recession 

to the gradual (and often thankless) task of reconstruction.   

By the end of the decade, Central Americans began to adjust to the 
unsettled calm, as if in the eye of a storm, while they faced anew the 
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momentous task of rebuilding a society ravaged by a decade of war and 
economic adversity (Torres-Rivas 1993:119). 

Following the 1985 elections, political discussions began turning toward 

how to assess national post-war sectoral capacity, promote and support economic 

development through national and international business, obtain the revenues 

necessary for infrastructure redevelopment (be it through fiscal and tax reform or 

foreign investment and aid), create jobs and supply the resources necessary to 

reactivate small and medium sized producers, and maintain the peace - all while 

continuing to support much needed social services for urban and rural 

communities.43  

“Opening a new road through which to build Guatemala”: The Christian 
Democrat’s moderate Proyecto Nacional 

The political vision of the Christian Democrat party when taking executive 

power back in the mid 1980s clearly reflected concerns about the transition and 

the future obstacles to democratic consolidation.  In the “Proyecto Nacional, 

1986-1991”, the Christian Democratic Party’s political vision of the future, 

President Cerezo and Vice President Roberto Carpio Nicolle presented their 

party’s moderate strategy for economic, political, social and cultural reform.44  

                                                 
43 For detailed examples of these early discussions see Edelberto Torres-Rivas and Bernardo 
Arévalo de León’s From Conflict to Dialogue: The WSP Guatemala way (Torres-Rivas and 
Arévalo de León 1999).  Of particular relevance are the sections “Guatemala, Building Peace” 
(1999:41-88), “Working Proposal on Tax Policy” (1999:153-160), “Working Proposal on Rural 
Development” (1999:161-172), and “International Assistance and the Peace Programme” 
(1999:229-288).  For more detailed historical analyses of the Guatemalan conflict see Torres-
Rivas’  “La democracia y la contrarevolucion en Guatemala,” (1980),  “Guatemala-crisis and 
political violence” (1980) and  Crisis del poder en Centroamerica (1981). 
44 Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca.  1985.  Proyecto Nacional, 1986-1991, Segunda Parte: 
Políticas, Programas y Proyectos.  Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo and Roberto Carpio Nicolle, 
Guatemala, Noviembre de 1985. 
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Careful to avoid confrontation with the military, political conservatives, or the 

country’s landed interests, the Christian Democrats adopted a moderate position 

similar to other post-war transitional administrations in the region at the time.  

They opted for the more harmonious multi-sectoral consensus building promised 

through concertación, steering away from the potentially contentious and 

confrontational possibilities associated with revindicación, an approach under 

consideration in other post-war, military-led Latin American countries (i.e., Chile 

and Argentina).45   

The overall approach seeks to harmonize diverse interests through a 
process of consultations with representatives of various social sectors.  
The hope of the Christian Democrats is that over time the democratic 
process will become institutionalized and slowly expanded, thereby 
enlarging the scope of possible reform.  Their fear is that pressing too 
forcefully or too rapidly against the existing political constraints would 
cause them to contract rather than expand (Manz 1988a:23).   

Promising to “open a new road through which to build Guatemala” (“abre 

un nuevo camino para constuir Guatemala”)46, The Proyecto Nacional organized 

its 25 proposed reforms along the lines of four key national development 

priorities: the promotion of internal and external businesses/markets; an increased 

access to community services; the facilitation of work, organization, credit and 

savings; and the maintenance of national order and security.47  The progressive 

nature of the reforms, the document stresses, begins with transforming the country 

                                                 
45 Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca.  Proyecto Nacional, 1986-1991; Primera Parte: 
Lineamiento Generales.  Guatemala, July 1985;  Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca.  Proyecto 
Nacional, 1986-1991; Segunda Parte: Políticas, Programas, y Proyectos.  Guatemala, November 
1985.  For additional discussion of the early centerist platform see Jorge Carpio Nicolle’s La 
Ideología Centerista. Guatemala, C.A: Delgado Impresos & Cia, Ltda.,.  July 1989. 
46 Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985:1. 
47 Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985:10-16. 
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politically, then economically and, eventually, socially.48  Although separated for 

the sake of analysis, they explain, all three areas are linked.  To integrate the 

political, economic and social, Christian Democratic Party planners proposed that 

these programs be conceptualized, built, and analyzed in three stages: transición 

(transition), crecimiento (growth) and desarollo (development).   

El CAMINO de la transición es un puente de emergencia entre el pasado, 
el presente y u nuevo futuro.  En el CAMINO de crecimiento, nos 
proponemos forjar un nuevo grupo empresarial que diversifique la 
producción y amplie la cobertura de los mercados internos y externos al 
mismo tiempo.  Finalmente, en la tercera etapa de nuestro CAMINO, es el 
desarollo social la prioridad, para que en nuestra sociedad se consolide un 
nuevo concepto del hombre a fin de luchar constantamente por un nuevo 
concepto del pueblo (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985:32).49

Although political transformation is stated as the first step in Guatemala’s 

transition to democracy, “economic modernization” through decentralization is 

presented as the mechanism through which the state would promote, administer, 

and pay for the process.  This necessitated, among other institutional reforms, a 

re-evaluation of the state’s role as regulator/producer of economic goods and 

services and exploring new ways of decentralizing.  Within this apertura (a space 

conceived of a being both spatial and temporal), planners projected that 

democratization and decentralization could move the country from a period of 

political and economic crisis into a state of increased administrative efficiency 

                                                 
48 “El cambio que proponemos es progresivo y sujeto a tres distintas prioridades: va de lo político 
a lo económico, y de lo económico a lo social” (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985:80). 
49 “The road of the transition is a bridge between the past, the present, and the new future.  Along 
this path of growth, we propose to create a new entrepreneurial sector that with diversify 
production and broaden coverage of internal and external markets simultaneously.  Finally, in the 
third phase of our journey on this road, social development is the priority, so that our society can 
consolidate a new concept of humanity with the goal of working towards a new concept of 
community.” 
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and financial stability and, in Gálves Borrell and Camposeco Hurtado’s words, 

help to chart los nuevos desafíos de la década (the new challenges of the decade).   

La profunda crisis social, política y económica que sacudió Guatemala y el 
resto de naciones de la región a  inicios de la década de 1980, obligaron a 
definir nuevas estrategias de acción.  En este sentido, la transición a la 
democracia coincidió en el tiempo con la modernización económica.  Lo 
anterior significó que al mismo tiempo que se dibujaban desafíos 
importantes en materia de apertura política, rediseño de institutiones y 
fortalecimiento de la sociedad civil, también se requería reactivar la 
economía y rediscutir las funciones que tradicionalmente se le había 
encomendado al Estado como agente económico: regulador o productor de 
bienes y servicios.  Conforme avanzaba la discusión sobre estos temas y 
sobre el de la pobreza, aparecían vinculaciones con el tema de la 
descentralización; en este sentido, ésta se presentaba no como una variable 
independente, sino ligada a los nuevos desafíos de la década (Gálves 
Borrell and Camposeco Hurtado 1997:21).50

By far, economic programs made up the most extensive part of the party’s 

proposal, with twelve economic programs, versus four political and social 

respectively, and five cultural.51  The Christian Democratic Party’s reformist 

economic platform sought to fortify the country’s middle class by providing 

support to growing small and medium sized businesses (SMEs), expanding 

domestic and international markets, reorganizing the country’s tax structure and 

                                                 
50 “The profound social, political and economic crisis that has shaken Guatemala and the rest of 
the nations of the regions at the beginning of the decade of the 1980s, has forced us to define new 
strategies of action.  In this sense, the transition to democracy took place within the same period as 
economic modernization.  The former meant that at the same time as one outlined the various 
important challenges related to the political opening, the reformulation of institutions and the 
strengthening of civil society, it was also necessary that the economic be reactivated/stimulated 
and that the functions traditionally under the state be reevaluated: its role as regulator and 
producer of goods and services.  As discussions surrounding these issues and about poverty 
progressed, many issues related to the topic of decentralization emerged; that is, decentralization 
appeared not as an independent variable, but as directly linked to the other new challenges of the 
decade.” 
51 The relative importance of the topics is also demonstrated through the detail given to each: 
twenty-three pages on economic reforms, versus the seven pages each spent on political and social 
reform, and the four pages on cultural programs. 
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initiating the difficult process of reducing government expenditures through fiscal 

and budgetary negotiations (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985; Trudeau 

1993).  Planners aimed at increasing Guatemalan exports and revenues through 

the aggressive development of the agro-industry, which they viewed as the bridge 

between Guatemala’s traditional agricultural subsistence and a more service-

oriented economy that would in turn strengthen the more modern sectors of 

production associated with agro-export and industrial manufacturing (Democracia 

Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985).   

Described as tools of concertación, the Christian Democratic Party’s new 

governance policies stressed progress through popular consensus.  Consensus 

building, however, necessitated trust in the state and efficiency and coordination 

on the part of public institutions.  Traditional priorities of defense, national 

security, and social order, were addressed within the framework of the 

constitutional rights of the individual and society, with stress put upon the 

decentralization of security forces and increased respect for pluralism 

(Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985).  Decentralization was stressed not 

only in reference to the traditional power held by the military, but also to that 

controlled by the central government.  Systemic inefficiency, lack of 

responsiveness and dishonesty within state bureaucracies had cost governmental 

organizations much credibility (Gálvez Borrell and Camposeco Hurtado 1997:21).  

Meaningful reform therefore demanded the reorganization of state institutional 

structures and the re-skilling of civil servants (Democracia Cristiana 

Guatemalteca 1985).  Transferring power and resources to municipalities was 
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meant to increase organizational transparency, responsibility, and, planners 

hoped, would promote and deepen social participation in political decision 

making, both at the every day level and periodic elections (Gálvez Borrell and 

Camposeco Hurtado 1997:21).  All of these efforts sought to increase popular 

participation within a period characterized by a general popular “disillusionment 

with democracy” (“desencanto con la democracia”) (Gálvez Borrell and 

Camposeco Hurtado 1997:21). 

While the Christian Democratic Party sought to reorganize the state 

internally, in order to facilitate national consensus building, they also wanted to 

improve their position within the international sphere, decrease their traditional 

economic dependency, and build the commercial and cultural connections within 

the exterior (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985).  In an effort to rebound 

from years of economic and political isolation and instability, they sought to 

rejoin the international community as one of the many Latin American countries 

in the late 1980s and early 1990s seeking democratization.  Through this strategy, 

se propone convertir a la comunidad internacional en SOCIOS 
NATURALES de la etapa de transición y de crecimiento y ampliación de 
mercados, así como, solidarizarnos con los pueblos que buscan la vía 
democrática, paz y el bien común con metas de realización del hombre y 
sus sociedades (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985:63).52   

Under the close scrutiny of the international human rights and foreign 

investment sectors, Guatemala’s ability to enter and maintain its position within 

the international community depended on its ability to improve its human rights 

                                                 
52 “…proposes to convert the international community into NATURAL PARTNERS of the phase 
of transition and of growth and broadening of markets, such as, to ally ourselves with communities 
that are seeking the path of democratization, peace and common good, with goals of improving the 
situation of man and their societies.”  
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record, increase economic growth, encourage pluralism and decentralize political 

power.  In addition to increasing transparency, responsibility and popular 

participation in decision-making, decentralizing resources and decision making 

away from Guatemala City and back into regional and municipal governments 

was promoted as a way of helping to strengthen community organization and 

local governments.  It was believed that this, in turn, would provide the context 

for more fruitful interventions on the part of popular organizations, residents 

associations, and nascent non-governmental organizations.  The late 1980s and 

early 1990s did indeed experience a proliferation of popular and non-

governmental organizations, organizing communities and lobbying on the part of 

and providing services for the country’s traditionally marginalized populations. 

While the nation’s policy makers and elites paid close attention to 

economic growth and the political reforms necessary to facilitate it, popular sector 

groups watched how the government implemented its proposed social reforms 

(Trudeau 1993:79).  The Christian Democratic Party social reforms laid out in the 

Proyecto Nacional covered the same basic categories proposed by other neo-

liberal administrations at the time in Latin America: improved social security, 

education, health care and measures to expand worker training and productivity at 

both regional and municipal levels (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca 1985:xx).  

“Consistent with the spirit of a democratic opening, many popular-sector groups 

mobilized after the inauguration with the goal of influencing government to 

improve the lot of the poor and working classes” (Trudeau 1993:95).  One test of 

the newly established democracy was considered to be the nature of the political 
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conflict between groups supporting capital accumulation for economic growth 

and those that lobbying for the distribution of wealth through social reforms 

(Trudeau 1993:79).  Severely repressed and constrained during the violence, 

labor, rural and student organizations reorganized and reemerged during this 

period, stimulating a wave of popular participation.  Just how widespread that 

participation was and the effectiveness they would have on influencing policy and 

the economic situation of the country’s poor remained to be seen (see Trudeau 

1993:108). 

Elections, cease fires, and peace accords: the difficulties of forecasting 
transitional reform scenarios  

Despite the strong official/public reformist rhetoric of this period, early 

assessment of social and economic indicators were not promising.  The deep 

material losses in terms of economic, human and social capital linked to the high 

number of casualties and displacements and the dissolution of communities and 

families began to be calculated and impacts assessed (short, medium and long 

term).  Analysts recognized that beyond the death toll was “the loss of a whole 

generation that suffers from a lack of education, the destruction of productive 

capacity and jobs, lack of investment confidence on the part of entrepreneurs and 

an exodus of human and financial capital” (Torres-Rivas and Arévalo de León 

1999:18-19).  Moreover, additional capital loss/flight could only be averted 

through aggressive public interventions that would stabilize markets and 

populations (i.e., new incentive packages for domestic private sector and 

international public/private investment and multilateral aid; the repatriation and 

re-skilling of the internally and externally displaced; the stemming of ever 
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increasing rural-to-urban migration), interventions that required resources and 

institutional decision making/implementation power that the civilian public sector 

did not yet possess, nor was likely to develop/acquire in the near future. 

Comparing the factors favoring Christian Democrats with the problems 

they faced, analysts tried to forecast the impact of the Party’s proposed reforms 

given the “status of democracy in Guatemala” (Trudeau 1993:4).  Anthropologist 

Beatriz Manz predicted that the Christian Democratic Party’s ability to initiate 

moderate economic reforms would outpace its ability to implement lasting 

political and social changes (Manz 1988a:28).  Indeed, moderate economic 

reforms were the priority for the newly elected government and a means by which 

to stabilize the national economy and begin to pay for desperately needed 

infrastructure and social programs.  Moreover, it was a priority that all sectors and 

parties generally agreed needed immediate attention.  The direction and fate of the 

political and social changes that many hoped to gain via/following elections were 

less clear, leading to numerous hypotheses, which Trudeau characterized as 

falling into three main positions. 

The first position, expressed by the United States embassy at the time of 
the election, was that democracy had been achieved in Guatemala; it was 
declared a “post-transitional” case.  A second thesis – “Whoever is elected 
in Guatemala, the army wins” (Goepfert:36) – suggests that Guatemalan 
“democracy” is a façade, consisting of superficial institutional changes 
with no meaningful change for society.  In this view the overthrow of the 
capitalist system is a prerequisite for meaningful social change and hence 
for real movement toward democracy… 

A third thesis about Guatemalan democracy, loosely derived from the 
“transition to democracy” school, reflects President Cerezo’s statements 
(summarized below).  This approach in part argues that creating electoral 
structures is a first step in a transition to a more democratized polity.  
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Elections do not necessarily establish a democracy but are opportunities to 
create one from the crisis that produced the political opening (Trudeau 
1993:4-5). 

It is important to note that Cerezo himself rejected the notion that the 1985 

elections signified that Guatemala had in any way “achieved true democracy.”  

Indeed, he reiterated numerous times that elections were  

but a first step in the difficult process of creating a democratic society and 
political system.  He acknowledged the weakness of the civilian 
government but viewed the future with cautious optimism because 
democratic procedures had been strengthened.  These strengthened 
institutions would eventually lead to real civilian power, especially if 
“democratic values” could be acquired by the citizenry.  At that time 
programs would be implemented (Trudeau 1993:4).   

Those wary of highly public displays of democratic reform feared that 

elections would come at the price of more lasting social changes.  Suspicions 

were that rather than an end to military domination the 1985 transition to civilian 

leadership was simply the next step in the strategic evolution of the military state.  

The election of a civilian administration, explained Jonas,  

was part of the war and it did not involve a real transfer of power from 
military to civilians.  Once the army had completed the genocidal phase of 
the military campaign, and once the institutions of the counterinsurgency 
state were legalized in the 1985 constitution, elections and civilian 
government could proceed without requiring a fundamental change (Jonas 
1991:157).   

Modified versions of this second position were commonly held among 

many researchers in the social sciences at the time, particularly within the 

international community, many of whom continued to work on these issues from 

their home countries and were not in Guatemala at the time.  While disturbed by 

the human cost of civil war, these analysts were sympathetic with its roots and 
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supported the need for continued struggle, armed if necessary, be it to achieve a 

radical change in the system or a negotiated solution.  There were tensions 

however in this position.  Support for the struggle to change an abusive system 

ensured that the bloodshed that was taking place throughout much of the 

highlands would continue. 

This second thesis, that achieving democracy depends on a revolutionary 
transformation of society’s economic and social structures, appeals to 
many students of Guatemalan history, which is one of almost unbroken 
rapacity and greed implemented at the expense of the nation’s working 
class and indigenous communities.  But the revolutionary strategy is 
unappealing to many Guatemalans who paid an extraordinary price during 
the counterinsurgency violence of the early 1980s.  Many Mayan 
communities, in particular, are determined not to be used as cannon fodder 
(Trudeau 1993:4-5).  

Skeptics’ fears regarding the public display of reform were confirmed as 

the economic crisis, civil war, civil patrols, and human rights violations persisted, 

and it became clear that a revolution was not necessary for indigenous people to 

be used as “cannon fodder.” Turning to the U.S. government for help in 

pressuring reform was of little use since with democratic elections the Reagan 

administration officially viewed Guatemala as a clear “post-transitional” case.  

Although it was acknowledged within the United States that violence continued, it 

was, as Trudeau explained, considered a temporary problem, which would lessen 

in degree and frequency as the transition progressed.   

Obviously, something is seriously wrong in Guatemala as well as the rest 
of Latin America.  The U.S. government’s explanation of the problem has 
not changed fundamentally since the 1950s and, in summary, is as 
follows:  (1) the root cause of the crisis is Communist subversion, directed 
by the Kremlin and implemented through its Cuban and Nicaraguan 
satellites; (2) the Guatemalan military is justified in suppressing the 
radical opposition, for the alternative is totalitarian communism; (3) 
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violations of human rights are regrettable but inevitable in such mortal 
struggles – they are caused equally by both sides, (4) nevertheless, the 
situation is improving under U.S tutelage, as shown by the democratic 
elections of 1986 (Carmack 1988:x).   

Despite U.S. assertions to the contrary, it soon became clear that more 

than elections would be needed to consider Guatemala, by any definition, a “post-

transitional” case.53  As the subsequent three administrations of Jorge Serrano 

Elías (1990-93), Ramiro de León Carpio (1993-1996) and Alvaro Arzú Irigoyen 

(1996-2000) would demonstrate, military and paramilitary forces were still very 

active within Guatemalan politics, and functioned as the informal check and 

balance system overseeing civilian administrations’ activities well into the mid 

1990s.  Although Cerezo was able to retain the executive office for his full term, 

his ability to assert civilian authority and control human rights abuses was, as 

predicted, extremely limited (Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 1999, EIU 

Country Profile 1999-2000, 1999:5).54

                                                 
53 “More sophisticated analysts agree that democracy cannot be reduced to the holding of 
elections.  Instead we need to focus on a comprehensive concept of democracy.  Larry Diamond 
describes such a concept as encompassing ‘extensive protections for individual and group 
freedoms, inclusive pluralism in civil society as well as party politics, civilian control over the 
military, institutions to hold officeholders accountable, and thus a strong rule of law secured 
through an independent, impartial judiciary.’  Similarly, Jorge Domínguez and Marc Lindenberg 
understand the process of democratization as ‘the shift to free, fair, and competitive elections, held 
at regular intervals, in the context of guaranteed civil and political rights, responsible government 
(i.e., accountability of the executive, administrative, and coercive arms of government to elected 
representatives), and political inclusion (i.e., universal suffrage and nonproscription of parties).’ 
Further, as Felipe Aguero and Jeffrey Stark have emphasized, the concept of consolidation itself is 
controversial since it ‘comprised the idea that the democratic nature of post-transition regimes 
ceased to be problematic.’  The authors concur with Diamond and Andreas Schedler who seek ‘to 
replace the focus from the endurance of situations of precarious democratic credentials to the 
problem of becoming fully democratic’ (Luciak 2001:xvi). 
54 More detailed discussions of the human rights situation during this period can be found in the 
Americas Watch and British Parliamentary Human Rights Group (BPHRG) 1987 report Human 
rights in Guatemala during President Cerezo’s first year and  the 1989 Americas Watch report 
Persecuting human rights monitors: the CERJ in Guatemala.  Additional information can be 
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 Rather than attempting to further democratic reforms, Cerezo’s 

presidential successor, evangelical Protestant Jorge Serrano Elías, a member of 

the Movimiento de Acción Solidaria (MAS), demonstrated a significantly more 

authoritarian approach to civilian leadership, culminating in his May 1993 

autogolpe (self-coup) and attempted dissolution of the Congress and the Supreme 

Court.  Having “assumed virtually dictatorial powers” (Economist Intelligence 

Unit Limited 1999a:5), Serrano soon found that he had misjudged the 

international political climate and his supporters within the Guatemalan military 

and was quickly forced to step down.  He found exile in June in 1993 in 

neighboring Panama, where he would stay and from which he would face 

extradition charges for the next ten years on charges of embezzlement, graft, 

fraud, and improper appropriation and retention of state funds (La Prensa, June 2 

1997; BBC Mundo, June 5, 2002).  In a surprising display of political will, the 

reconvened Congress named human rights ombudsman, Ramiro de León Carpio, 

as the interim executive.  Carpio’s well-intentioned attempts to improve social 

and human rights during the subsequent three years (1993-1996), however, were 

met with repeated warnings from paramilitary forces and failures. 

Formal publicly acknowledged advances in the peace process would not 

occur until the fourth transition period civilian administration.  When they did, 

they came in the form of the distinctly neoliberal policies (with a weak political 

mandate and strong pro-business strategy) of the right wing, conservative Partido 

de Avanzada Nacional (PAN).  On January 7 1996, PAN candidate Alvaro Arzú 

                                                                                                                                     
found in Amnesty International’s Guatemala: the human rights record (1987) and Guatemala: 
human rights violations under the civilian government (1989). 
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Irigoyen narrowly won office.  With a victory margin of only 2.4% points over 

the conservative Frente Republicano Guatemalteco’s (FRG)55 Alfonso Portillo 

and a high rate of electoral abstention (63%), Arzú entered office with what was 

viewed as a less than an overwhelming popular mandate.  Despite this apparent 

weakness, his administration made significant advances, both politically and 

economically.   

With the backing of the business sector and a modernizing 
‘institutionalist’ group within the armed forces, Mr. Arzú has curbed the 
influence of the military over the presidency, secured a peace agreement 
and begun an ambitious programme of economic modernization. 
(Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 1999a:6).   

Building on the government-URNG negotiations that had taken place 

since 1990, and leveraging the power of the newly created (1995) Misión de 

Naciones Unidas para Guatemala (MINIGUA), the Arzú administration 

continued peace talks and in March 1996 instituted an informal cease fire.  

Subsequent agreements regarding demilitarization, land reform and 

socioeconomic programs were also reached, as were a partial amnesty for war 

crimes, the investigation of wartime abuses, a formal cease-fire and a timetable 

for instituting terms.  On December 29, 1996, a decade after Cerezo took office, 

the final peace agreement was signed.56   

The Peace Accords were much more than an agreement to terminate a 34 
year long civil war: they constituted an agenda for development, including 
a framework for economic and social policies.  Fiscal policies in particular 
were given quantitative targets, which have been the reference ever 
since…Public expenditures in the areas of education, health, housing, 
justice system, and law enforcement institutions are mandated by the 

                                                 
55 The Guatemalan Republican Front. 
56 El Acuerdo de Paz Firme y Duradera (Guatemala: December 29, 1996).   
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Peace Accords to increase by 50 percent as a percentage of GDP by the 
year 2000 (www.iadb.org/regions/re2/spet/gu-sep.htm). 

As with the 1995 elections, the formal process involved in the signing of 

the 1996 Peace Accords was openly acknowledged as being but a step in the 

process.  The true test of political will for achieving some level of concertación 

lay in the negotiation, implementation and monitoring of the programs that would 

transform this agreement into funded and working programs to rebuild the 

country and reduce existing levels of social, economic and political inequity.  

Over the subsequent three years, government representatives, private sector 

interest groups, and multinational advisory and oversight boards would work to 

draft the supporting legislation, structure programs and obtain the financing 

necessary to begin implementing the peace agreements.   

HOW THEY APPLIED IT TO PLANNING  

The need for Historical Clarification in the formulation of a reconstruction 
agenda 

Achieving a lasting settlement and a realistic reconstruction strategy for 

the post-conflict transition period required the simultaneous reconstruction of a 

political system and a national community.  To do this reformers had to assume 

the Janus-faced responsibility of creating viable strategies and policies for 

mitigating the impacts of future problems while addressing the crimes and 

injustices of the past.  While necessary, addressing the future and the past 

simultaneously has proven difficult for numerous reasons, not least of which is 

the fact that many of the underlying material, social, and political causes of the 

initial conflict remain relatively unchanged (i.e., for instance, land distribution).  
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Indeed, many of the inequities that sparked the initial conflict had only been 

exacerbated by years of war (i.e., ethnic tensions, the urban/rural dichotomies 

increased as a result of war related internal displacement).   

Initially the Cerezo administration attempted to forestall dealing with 

some of the more difficult aspects of reconstructing a national community (i.e., 

land redistribution and war crimes) until it had established the legitimacy of the 

civilian administration and sufficiently stabilized the national economy.  

However, it soon learned that separating these goals and processes would be 

difficult.  For example, the repatriation of Guatemalan refugees living in camps in 

southern Mexico and the Yucatan and the resettlement of the country’s internally 

displaced forced government and non-governmental organizations/representatives 

responsible for basic social service providership (i.e., CARE, etc.) into the 

position of having to find the space and resources to support these people and, in 

the process, address some of the much larger, more basic problems of land tenure 

and the human and social impacts of the conflict.57  Many policymakers in 

Guatemala and the United States believed that repatriation was a positive and 

public sign that political and social instability were significantly decreasing 

                                                 
57 “Another element that clearly contributes to reconciliation is the resettlement of groups 
uprooted by the conflict.  These refugees have been coming back now for several years and the 
institutions in charge of the process (UNHCR, the Mexican Commission in Support of Refugees 
and CTEAR) reported in October 1997, that of the 28,000 pending returnees only about 13,000 
want to return of which about half are expected to return in 1998.  Unfortunately, the resettlement 
of these people under conditions of safety and dignity has not always taken place.  The case of 
those displaced internally is especially difficult due both to the lack of records and to the financial 
cost.  The URNG report identifies 41,000 displaced families and 2,684 Communities of Popular 
Resistance (CPRs).  With international assistance, various branches of the government are 
resolving the problem of land for this population whose normalization is a sensitive aspect of post-
war reconciliation” (Torres-Rivas and Arévalo de León 1999:60) 
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(Manz 1988a;7).58  While the return of a civilian administration and the 

negotiated repatriation of political refugees did not signify the end to human 

rights abuses many hoped for, and the trauma of the events that had taken place 

was yet to be fully understood, it did indicate that people were attempting to 

return to their places of origin (be it on the national, regional or local level) and 

re-establish some semblance of their pre-war lives.59  Therefore, while 

repatriation contributed to the legitimacy of the civilian administration at the 

international level, it heavily taxed the institutional capacity of the state to provide 

services and increased political and social tensions as highly impacted individuals 

and communities returned and made even more visible the social, economic and 

human costs of the war.    

To be successful, this reconstruction agenda would need to establish the 

legal and juridical agreements and procedures that could and would address past 

war-related crimes, while establishing a more equitable basis for future human 

rights-related issues; a process that threatened to ignite tensions between the 
                                                 
58 Beatriz Manz.  1988.  Refugees of a Hidden War.  Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press; Beatriz Manz. 
1988.  Repatriation and Reintegration: An Arduous Process in Guatemala.  Hemispheric 
Migration Project, Center for Immigration Policy and Refugee Assistance.  Washington, D.C.: 
Georgetown University; Daniel Conde. “Guatemalan Refugees in Mexico.” Cultural Survival 
Quarterly, Winter, 49-53; Rachel Garst.  1993.  Ixcán: Colonización, Desarraigo y Condiciones 
de Retorno.  Guatemala City: COINDE.  Clark Taylor.  1998. Return of Guatemala’s Refugees: 
Reweaving the Torn, Temple University Press.  Philadelphia: 1998. 
59 The work conducted by The Recovery of Historical Memory Project (Recuperación de la 
Memoria Histórica-REHMI), a commission founded by the Guatemalan Bishops’ Conference in 
1994, and the Guatemalan Project for the National Security Archive has done much towards 
documenting the events of the civil war.  A key document from military archives has been 
published: a 54 page Guatemalan military logbook which lists the fates of 183 people 
“disappeared” during the mid-1980s (Kate Doyle, Director of the Guatemalan Project for the 
National Security Archives, “Guatemala’s Ghosts.”  LASA Forum, Volume XXX, Number 2, 
Summer, 1999, pp. 17-20).  Psychological and anthropological analyses of trauma among war 
widows was conducted by Judith Zur in the late 1980s in Quiche.  Judith Zur.  1994.  “The 
Psychological Impact of Impunity”, in Anthropology Today 10(3):12-17.  Judith Zur.  1998. 
Violent Memories: Mayan War Widows in Guatemala.  Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press. 
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factions throughout the Peace Accord negotiations.60  Given the degree of human 

rights abuses that had taken place during the Guatemalan conflict, there was 

initially the expectation that the subsequent civilian administrations would make 

some efforts to prosecute offenders.  However this would not happen.  All four 

transition-era civilian administrations leading up to the signing of the Peace 

Accords were aware that in pursuing investigations into and attributing 

responsibility for past war crimes, they ran the risk of alienating and angering 

some of the most powerful sectors of the country’s population.  Investigation and 

prosecution was further complicated by the fact that many of these individuals 

involved in war efforts were still active in Guatemalan politics and represented 

significant economic interests - and whose collaboration would be necessary for 

successful reconstruction.  Recognition of these obstacles, together with lessons 

from other recent experiences with post-conflict truth commissions -the nearest 

and most influential for the Guatemalan process being that of neighboring El 

Salvador- led the Guatemalan transition governments and military to agree to 

certain compromises when setting up and defining the terms of reference for their 

own commission.   

As early as 1994, during the negotiations of the peace accords and the 

establishment of the Commission to Clarify Past Human Rights Violations and 

Acts of Violence That Have Caused the Guatemalan People to Suffer, commonly 

known as the Historical Clarification Commission or the Guatemalan Truth 

Commission (created through an agreement between the Guatemalan government 

                                                 
60 Edelberto Torres-Rivas and Bernardo Arévalo de León, From Conflict to Dialogue: The WSP 
Guatemala way (1999:61). 
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and representatives of the National Guatemala Revolutionary Union (URNG in 

Oslo, Norway in June of 1994), both the government and the military agreed to 

avoid the strategy used by El Salvador, which included, among other things, the 

naming of high-ranking officials as perpetrators.  Among the compromises in the 

final terms outlined in the Truth Commission’s terms of reference were 

“stipulations that it could not ‘attribute responsibility to any individual in its 

work, recommendations and report’; that its work ‘would not have any judicial 

aim or effect’; and that it was only given six months to conclude its work, with a 

possible extension of six additional months” (Hayner 2001:46).  The agreement to 

“not individualize” abuses ultimately led the Commission to not even identify 

individual positions of responsibility, an act which was considered tantamount to 

indirectly identifying individuals.  In deciding not to identify and pursue the 

prosecution of individual perpetrators, the Commission angered many other 

sectors of Guatemalan civil society (human rights and victims groups in 

particular), threatening the legitimacy both of the commission and the still yet 

unsigned peace accords (Hayner 2001:47).   

Although initially disruptive, the Commission’s concessions did not derail 

the negotiation process and after the formal signing of the Peace Accords three 

years later, in July 1997, the Historical Clarification Commission was formally 

installed and began its multi-phased work that was completed and publicly 

presented in February 1999.  The legitimacy of the commission was won through 

the appointments of reputable representatives, an extension of the time frame for 

investigation that allowed more complete in-field documentation, and its 
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collaboration with prominent independent nongovernmental organizations (both 

national and international) involved in documenting wartime events (either in 

direct support or independent efforts)- the last of these three factors being of 

particular logistical and political importance.  In order to accurately compile and 

verify the necessary documentation, the Commission drew on the assistance of 

The National Security Archive (Washington, D.C.), the Recovery of Historical 

Memory Project of the Catholic Church’s Human Rights Office (REMHI), and 

the Centro Internacional para Investigaciones en Derechos Humanos (CIIDH).  

While the former helped in the declassification of U.S. government files, the latter 

two collected thousands of testimonies - each utilizing their existing respective 

networks of church and indigenous organizations.  Testimonies were critical, 

since they were one of the sole methods available for documenting the 

quantitative and qualitative impacts of the events, a matter of great speculation 

during the war years.  By triangulating the data from these multiple sources with 

their own investigations “(t)he commission registered a total of 42,000 victims, 

including over 23,000 killed and 6,000 disappeared, and documented 626 

massacres.  Ninety-three percent of the violations documented were attributed to 

the military or state-backed paramilitary forces; 3 percent were attributed to the 

guerrilla forces” (Hayner 2001:48).   

 While the commission did adhere to the stipulation to not identify 

individual perpetrators, it did so in a way that clearly fulfilled its mandate which 

“directed it to ‘analyze the factors and circumstances’ of the violence, including 

‘internal as well as external’ factors” (Hayner 2001:48) and provided human 
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rights advocates with the resources necessary to independently pursue 

prosecution.  The report clearly stated that the “majority of human rights 

violations occurred with the knowledge or by order of the highest authorities of 

the State”,61 and that the scale, degree and intent of the abuses demonstrated a 

clear trend/policy of state genocide against Mayan populations.62  Furthermore, it 

confirmed the pivotal roles other states and ideological agendas played in these 

events/results.  The commission concluded that far from a simple internal dispute 

fueled by racism, structural injustice and the “anti-democratic nature of 

institutions”, the violence in Guatemala was a product of the “anticommunist 

National Security Doctrine of the Cold War, and particularly the United States’ 

support for the repressive policies of the Guatemalan state” (Hayner 2001:49).    

Human rights and victims groups, initially angered by the concessions, eventually 

accepted the conclusions (both the data and the generalized attributions of 

responsibility) and independently sought ways to use the report’s documentation 

to push for reforms and in some cases charge government leaders in office 

(Hayner 2001:123-125).    

It was widely recognized by the Commission that the future protection of 

human rights necessitated significant reforms in the national security system, the 

establishment of processes/institutions to oversee continued investigations and 

programs that would provide social and economic assistance to affected 

communities.  Among the recommendations listed in the commission’s final 

                                                 
61 “Conclusions and Recommendations”, Guatemala: Memory of Silence, 1999:38. 
62 In outlining the trends in four of the most extremely impacted regions it stated that “agents of 
the State of Guatemala, within the framework of counterinsurgency operations carried out between 
1981 and 1983, committed acts of genocide against groups of Mayan people” (Hayner 2001:48). 
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chapter was the 1) reform of the armed forces, police and intelligence services, 2) 

undertaking of further investigations, 3) moral compensation in the form of 

formal, public acknowledgment and apology to victims, and 4) financial 

reparations to victims (Hayner 2001:320-327).  Without these there would be little 

chance of regaining the marginalized indigenous majority’s faith in state 

administered initiatives, from elections to private-public economic partnerships.  

Following a period of executive review, the state responded to the report stating 

that provisions for all of the recommendations had been covered within the terms 

of the 1996 Peace Accords and would be addressed through that process and the 

institutions/programs created therein, which would be up for approval in the May 

16, 1999 national referendum.  

Consultation, referendums, and declarations: (limits to) legislating 
democratic consolidation  

Since little funding was available (or approved for use) at the national 

level, much of the financial support for this preparatory process came from the 

international sector.63  With the historic changes in the former Soviet Union and 

Eastern Europe, and new George Bush administration-era interests and 

interventions in the Middle East, the United States had lost much of its Reagan 

administration-driven concern for controlling the spread of communism in the 

Western Hemisphere, and hence its interest in Central America.  Rather than 

dominating international policy towards Central America in the post-conflict 
                                                 
63 For more information on post-conflict/peace program related forms of international assistance, 
their sources, destinations and executing agencies see Tania Palencia and Luis Alberto Padilla’s 
chapter on “International Assistance and the Peace Programme: The Present Situation and Future 
Prospects” in Torres-Rivas and Arévalo de León (1999:231-288), with particular attention to 
“Section 5.  The Peace Programme and International Assistance” (1999:259-284).” 
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years, the United States became one of many actors involved in the collaborative 

monitoring and evaluation of Guatemala’s transition.  Among the new oversight 

committees that were actively involved was the Consultative Group, a body of 

international donor countries and financing institutions, including the World 

Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), the Central American 

Bank of Economic Integration (BCIE), the United States, the European Union, 

Spain and Germany.  In addition to monitoring national events and engaging in 

high-level dialogues with Guatemalan officials, the Consultative Group provided 

ongoing economic assistance to help implement programs in fulfillment of the 

accords.  In January 1997, the Group pledged some US$1.9 billion.  Later in 

1999, when public funds did not materialize and peace accord-related programs 

jeopardized, it would offer another US$1.6 billion, the details of which will be 

discussed later in this chapter.   

By 1999, a legislative package that would transform the Peace Accords 

into law was ready.  In addition to recognizing the multilingual, multicultural, and 

multi-ethnic nature of Guatemalan society, it affirmed indigenous rights, 

restructured the judiciary, and limited the armed forces’ power.  However, when 

the proposed package of 47 constitutional reforms, in the form of four questions, 

was put to a national referendum on May 16, 1999, it was rejected.  The cautious 

optimism expressed by Cerezo when he entered office ten years earlier, and that 

many moderates had since adopted, was dashed by this unexpected outcome.  The 

reformist narrative that democratic procedures would lead to the strengthening of 

institutions that would in turn lead to real civilian power and, ideally, the 
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internalization of “democratic values” in the nation’s citizenry imploded when the 

moment for implementation critical programs arrived, the nation’s citizenry 

openly, democratically voted against it.   

The demographics of the referendum results spoke volumes about 

Guatemalan history, the impact of the civil war, the current balance of power, and 

the state of the country’s democratic “transition” and “consolidation.”  Of 

Guatemala’s 4.1 million registered voters, 7.5% voted yes, while 9.4% voted no.  

Lingering fears of repression among indigenous populations and logistical 

difficulties in accessing ballot stations were cited as reasons for the low rural and 

indigenous turnout that effected results.  A far stronger factor, however, was that 

right wing groups were able to unify their forces and wage a successful campaign 

against the reforms in urban areas.  Claiming that the reforms would privilege 

rural indigenous majority over the urban ladino minority, the “no” campaign 

played upon the old and still existent division between rural and urban, 

indigenous and ladino.  The geography of electoral results reflects not only these 

ethnic and urban/rural divisions, but also the regional imprint of the war’s impact.  

In Guatemala City 68% of the voters rejected the reforms, while in the indigenous 

areas of Chimaltenango, Sololá, Totonicapan, San Marcos, Huehuetenango, 

Quiche, Baja and Alta Verapaz and the Petén all four questions were approved. 

A week after the referendum was voted down, the Consultative Group met 

in Stockholm to assess the progress being made in the peace process.  In addition 

to addressing the apparently merciless acts of God (i.e., the devastation wrought 

upon Central America by Hurricane Mitch), the Group faced a barrage of bad 

 96



tidings of the distinctly man-made kind, including reviews of the political 

assassination of Bishop Juan José Gerardi Conedera and the increasing incidence 

of delincuencia (violent crime).64  Having seemingly survived the worst of the 

political, social and natural disasters, it was starting to become clear just how 

deep the damage to the country was and how difficult it would be to rebuild.  

Among the most pressing issues was the need to fulfil the Historical Clarification 

Commission’s recommendations, and to implement electoral reform, fiscal 

agreements, and new mechanisms for increased transparency in the dispersal of 

peace funds.  Despite serious concerns following the rejection of the referendum, 

the Consultative Group refused to cease efforts to implement the proposed 

programs and offered Guatemala an additional US$1.6 billion for peace and 

reconstruction efforts, to be dispersed over 1999-2003.   

Together with the Central American government representatives present 

for meetings to address Hurricane Mitch, representatives of the international 

community signed the Stockholm Declaration.  The Declaration called for 

measures  

to reduce the ecological and social vulnerability of the region to natural 
disasters, to consolidate democracy while encouraging decentralization of 
governmental functions with the active participation of civil society; 
promote human rights, equality between genders and the rights of children 
and ethnic minorities, and intensify efforts to reduce the foreign debt 
burden, particularly in the case of Honduras and Nicaragua (Economist 
Intelligence Unit Limited, 1999b:11).   

                                                 
64 Shortly after publicly presenting the Memoria del Silencio, the results of the Comisión para el 
Esclarecimento Histórico’s work, in February, 1999 – a process in which Monseñor Gerardi was 
closely involved- he was assassinated.   
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Given the recent history of the region and the violent conflicts it had 

experienced, the Stockholm Declaration is a document worthy of comment.  

Although its impact on internal reform processes and investment and lending to 

small post-conflict Central American countries would never be great, it reflects 

important changes in the international community’s attitude towards the region 

since the days of the “Reagan Doctrine” and a distinctly more environmentally 

friendly, reconstruction era regional agenda.  General and socially inclusive, it 

demonstrated unfaltering support for the struggle for democracy, tempering state 

control through the transfer of power and responsibility to civil society through 

administrative and fiscal decentralization.  Yet, the inequity, segregation and 

distrust that still existed within Guatemalan “civil society” and officially 

expressed a week earlier through legitimate, democratic channels, clearly 

demonstrated to both internal and external audiences that national attitudinal and 

structural changes would take place at a much slower rate, if at all.   

While the Stockholm Declaration represented the international 

community’s reactive attempt to send the message to Central America (the 

message being that they should join in this new “kinder and friendlier” inter-

American agenda), the result of the 1999 national referendum was a clear, concise 

message from Guatemala’s traditional power base that in Guatemala this new era 

had not yet begun.  Nor most likely would it, anytime soon.  Traditional 

Guatemalan power blocks, whether in the military or civil society, had never been 

strongly influenced by the opinions or sanctions of the international community 

(i.e., The Carter administration’s sanctions, international boycotts, etc.).  The 
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referendum results left little doubt that traditional power blocks were still making 

the critical decisions, that their ability to unify their internal factions was still 

greater than that of the indigenous majority and more reform-oriented segments of 

the population, and that their opinions on core issues regarding power and 

resource-sharing had not significantly changed.  Despite the lull -the tentative and 

“low intensity peace” brought through the cessation of official hostilities, the 

distracting commotion of negotiations and reconstruction, and the more 

progressive and inclusive official stance of the international community- the 

storm was far from over. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 (Don’t) Go to Guatemala!:                                                             
The Politics and Economics of Travel and Transgression                   

in the Tourism Boycott 

While high-level national and international negotiations and occasional 

U.S. court hearings provided international analysts, politicians and business 

interests with mechanisms through which to continue to chart changes at the 

national and regional level during the 1970s and 1980s, concerned individuals and 

human rights advocates with little faith in these high visibility official processes 

and without participatory access to these levels of discussions sought alternative 

strategies and tactics by which to address the crisis.65  Aware of the long history 

of socio-economic and political inequity dating back to the early 1950s and 

frustrated with the pace of internal reforms and the lack of international attention 

to the continuing situation (what had come to be called both within Guatemala 

and Guatemalan solidarity circles as la situación) –which were outlined and 

discussed in Chapter 2- those critical of the official Guatemalan and U.S. 

governmental positions worked to open alternative avenues of communication 

and exchange.  By strengthening and when necessary creating communication and 

                                                 
65 High level negotiations included the United Nations-moderated negotiations that finally ended 
the war in the 1990s; the near decade long process leading up to the 1997 signing of the final 
peace accords.  Hearings included U.S. citizen and lawyer Jennifer Harbury’s suit to access files 
regarding the death of her Guatemalan husband and her subsequent 2002 appearance in front of 
the U.S. Supreme Court.  
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solidarity networks and organizations, they organized to aggressively confront the 

military governments of Lucas García, Ríos Montt and Mejía Víctores by 

exposing the domestic activities taking place under these administrations and 

attacking the economic basis upon which they depended.  Although the 

effectiveness of their actions varied, these networks and organizations provided 

activists and those working with affected populations within the country during 

the late 1970s, 1980s and early 1990s with the tools necessary for drawing the 

attention of the international sector to the region and influencing national and 

international policy.   

Over the course of these three decades, international solidarity advocates 

mobilized like-minded individuals through local, national and international 

organizations, often working through the already established systems and 

networks of labor organizations and civic, religious and academic institutions.  

Through them, international advocates and activists raised funds for Guatemalan 

popular and non-governmental organizations, lobbied state political 

representatives (both U.S. and Guatemalan) and sent educational and human 

rights accompaniment delegations to affected regions of country.  Throughout this 

period, regional experts, academics, and exiled Guatemalan leaders continued to 

give public lectures, write editorials, articles and books, and testify before the 

U.S. Congress and the United Nations.66  Many unaffiliated individuals traveled 

                                                 
66 During the late 1970s and early 1980s numerous reports had been submitted and hearing taken 
place in the U.S. Congress related to the human rights situation in Central America (United States 
Congress 1976, 1981, 1982).  Academics and other professional experts participated in such 
hearings, as well as wrote newspaper columns, letters and books.  One of the most famous 
academic works of the period denouncing the situation was Robert M. Carmack’s 1988 Harvest of 
Violence: The Maya Indians and the Guatemalan Crisis.  Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. 
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to Guatemala independently to visit, work with, and live in communities, some as 

volunteers with local organizations, others simply to “bear witness” to daily 

events.67  Highly political work aimed at gathering support for the armed 

resistance also took place, through these organizations during this period.  

Although the Guatemalan guerrilla forces had suffered crushing losses by the mid 

1980s, which made such efforts somewhat moot, exiled members and supporters 

living abroad continued to tap this international support network in their efforts to 

push for better settlement terms in Peace Accords negotiations (Stoll 1999:237-

239).   

In this chapter, I will be discussing the emergence and implementation of 

one of the most interesting and in many ways complex international intervention 

campaigns in Guatemala by the international solidarity community at this time; 

that of the 1979 International Union of Food and Allied Workers (IUF) consumer 

boycott of tourism to Guatemala.  The boycott was supported by a broad network 

of civic, religious and labor organizations throughout the world and succeeded in 

helping to drive the Guatemalan tourism industry into a state of virtual economic 

ruin, drawing attention to the activities of the military governments of the period, 

and revealing some of the less visible, and arguably more subtle, socio-economic 

and political relations within Guatemala and between it and the international 

community.  The tourism boycott was one of the many international solidarity 

campaigns launched during this period that spoke back/responded to the historical 

events and policy decision discussed in the last chapter while attempting to 

                                                 
67 The most well known of these was the Witness for Peace program. 
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influence their future course.  This back-talk consisted of conscious efforts to 

change the way international consumer audiences viewed Guatemala (re-

signifying the country as a place and space) and the prying open of cleavages 

(showing some of the social relations within Guatemalan society underlying the 

East-West Cold War rhetoric of the period) by engaging in a counter-hegemonic 

struggle with the Guatemala Tourism Institute (INGUAT).  Drawing on the 

history of labor conflicts in the country, the work of international human rights 

organizations and the solidarity community, we examine the role the tourism 

industry played in the conflict and post-conflict period, the role tourism promoters 

and participants played in the continuation of the conflict and the plans Christian 

Democrat reformers imagined for the industry in a more peaceful democratic 

future. 

CREATING FORBIDDEN LANDSCAPES 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the national landscape within which tourism, as 

an industry and a practice, had been functioning in Guatemala throughout the 

1970s and 1980s was extremely unstable.  Despite the violence taking place, 

which was so highly visible within so many of the productive labor activities of 

the country (e.g., urban organized labor’s repeated clashes with the state 

throughout the Lucas García administration, crackdowns on rural peasant 

organizations and the cooperative movement), the impact of the mounting civil 

war on the tourism industry had not been immediately apparent.  Indeed, tourism 

was one of the few industries that the government could claim was still growing at 

the end of the 1970s (growth being measured primarily in terms of foreign 
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revenue earnings).  And, despite Guatemala’s declining status within the 

international community due to reports of violence and human rights violations, 

tourism was able to maintain its position throughout the late 1970s as the 

country’s second highest earner of foreign revenue.68  However, the rising socio-

economic and political costs of the situation had by 1980 finally destabilized it, 

leading to decreases in visitors, revenues, investment, and growth, causing it to 

fall to third place in terms of foreign revenue earnings.69   
 

Table 3.1 Tourism: Numbers of Incoming Tourists and Revenues to 
Guatemala 1974-80 

 
Year No. of tourists Revenue millions $U.S. 
1974 421,342 71.1 
1975 454,436 85.9 
1976 407,937 85.3 
1977 444,843 104.3 
1978 414,580 106.6 
1979 503,980 132.4 
1980 449,707 118.8 
Source: Data from INGUAT as presented in Inforpress Centroamericana, June 11, 1981:6. 

                                                 
68 It should be noted that the ranking of the tourism industry in terms of size (usually measured in 
terms of foreign revenue earnings) varies in the materials collected from this period.  While 
materials from the Guatemalan News and Information Bureau used later on in this chapter claim 
that tourism is the “fourth largest source of foreign exchange for Guatemala”, other sources 
evaluating the industry/sector at the time placed as being “the second largest source of income and 
foreign exchange” (Mohr 1979): or the third (Inforpress  Centroamerica June 11th 1981:6).  One 
letter (Zitin June 3, 1980) referencing the Guatemala News & Information Bureau explains this 
variation in that at the beginning of the boycott on Dec. 6th, 1979 the tourism industry was the 
second highest earner of foreign currency: “The tourist boycott, sponsored by the International 
Union of Food and Allied Workers, has decreased tourism by 25%, dropping it from second to 
fourth place in foreign exchange.” 
69  Inforpress Centroamericana June 11th 1981: 6.  It should be noted that although the negative 
impact of the civil war on the tourism industry is mentioned by several authors in their reviews of 
the country and conflict, confirming this timeline, tourism receives minimal attention and analysis 
in secondary sources (Nyrop 1983; Jonas 1991:82).  Hence, the majority of this data comes 
primarily from primary sources.  
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In 1980, the number of tourists entering the country fell 10.7% (Inforpress 

Centroamericana June 11, 1981:6).  The initial waves of cancellations by travel 

agencies and individual tourists were met with incredulity by government 

representatives active in the industry who claimed that rather than decreasing, 

numbers of visitors and revenues were increasing (El Gráfico, February 15, 

1980:5).  However, as months passed and the numbers dropped even further, 

official optimism was replaced with concern.  During the first five months of 

1981, the number of tourist arrivals fell another 20% (Inforpress 

Centroamericana June 11th 1981:6), clarifying beyond any doubt for participants 

at all levels (local, national and international) that what they were experiencing 

was to be far more dire and lasting than the cyclical market fluctuations common 

to seasonal service industries geared towards luxury-markets.   

As the national tourist market contracted during 1979-80 and the need to 

delay decisions and actions until less tense, more propitious circumstances 

increased70, both part and full-time participants in the formal and informal sectors 

of the tourism industry began to quietly and almost imperceptibly withdraw, 

transferring their time and resources to other survival and profit-oriented 

activities.  The quiet, imperceptible nature of this transition can be largely 

attributed to the decentralized, informal structure of the industry itself, at the 

time.71  Unlike other national industries more visibly hard hit by the civil war (i.e., 

                                                 
70  That is until new markets were cultivated, improved access to investment capital was secured, 
etc. 
71 For a more detailed discussion of the decentralized nature of tourism and its impacts see the 
International Labour Organization’s (ILO) 2001 Report for discussion at the Tripartite Meeting on 
Human Resources Development, Employment and Globalization in the Hotel, Catering and 
Tourism Sector (ILO, April 2-6, 2001, Geneva). 
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export agriculture and forms of production which were enmeshed in conflicts with 

more organized urban labor unions), tourism was a highly decentralized industry, 

consisting primarily of small businesses in dispersed geographic locations, with a 

personnel consisting of largely part-time informal sector producers and service 

workers.   

As is the case with the industry in many countries throughout the world, 

the tourism industry in Guatemala during this period had no unions.  Indeed, 

repeated efforts to unionize within this sector had been effectively repressed.  In 

one of their news briefings on their work related to Guatemala, the Interfaith 

Center on Corporate Responsibility, a sponsored related movement of the 

National Council of Churches, noted that  

(n)ot a single union attempting to organize workers in the tourist industry 
has ever been recognized by the government (i.e., given the legal 
recognition by the Ministry of Labor, enabling it to negotiate); on the 
contrary attempts to organize unions were smashed by imprisoning and 
dismissing the organizers, such as was the case at the Hotel Camino Real, 
the Motel Plaza or the Conquistador Sheraton. 

Hence, few forms of organization existed to articulate, document, and analyze 

sector-wide trends or the changing state of work conditions.  In addition to the 

structural obstacles to the formation and functioning of effective labor unions due 

to the decentralized, micro-enterprise and informal sector nature of the industry, 

there were a number of other factors that made organization and documentation 

difficult:  
• there was strong resistance among practitioners to government 

organization/intervention, since it was viewed as a strategy for 
implementing public regulations and taxes that would either 
restrict/prohibit participation or diminish the already marginal seasonal 
profits participants garnered - all without adding any value;  
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• formal non-governmental organizations focused on labor-related issues 
had for some time been the object of violent persecution by the 
government/military (as discussed in Chapter 2 and below) making 
participation and affiliation all the more undesirable and efficient 
organization nearly impossible.   

Indeed, as the International Labour Organization (ILO) repeatedly notes in 

their 2001 Report for discussion at the Tripartite Meeting on Human Resources 

Development, Employment and Globalization in the Hotel, Catering and Tourism 

Sector (April 2-6, 2001, Geneva), it is the decentralized and informal nature of 

most of the service sector and petty commodity production activities in tourism 

that has historically made it difficult for analysts to accurately measure the 

industry’s size and scope.72  The lack of accurate accounting models that could 

incorporate data from the country’s numerous sectors made such estimations 

difficult during earlier and relatively more prosperous and peaceful times when 

such data collection was easier.73  Measuring change and impact was that much 

more difficult during conflict ridden periods of decline, in which those agencies 

collecting and analyzing data were under political pressure to present certain, 

often more positive, results.74  As economic contractions go, therefore, the one 

taking place in Guatemala’s tourism industry would have most likely been a 

relatively quiet, invisible and undocumented one, had it not been for an 

                                                 
72 See ILO’s 2001 Report for discussion at the Tripartite Meeting on Human Resources 
Development, Employment and Globalization in the Hotel, Catering and Tourism Sector (April 2-
6, 2001, Geneva) for discussion of the numerous difficulties related to data collection and analysis 
within the Hotel, Catering and Tourism sector. 
73 Accounting systems aimed at addressing this problem are now being introduced.  However few 
countries have the institutional capacity to consistently collect such information (ILO, April 2-6, 
2001). 
74 Such would be the case with the Guatemala Tourism Institute (INGUAT) during the conflict 
and particularly following the launching of the IUF Tourism Boycott. 
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international human rights campaign that would charge the industry with the 

funding and enabling of state-sponsored genocide, and actively lobby against it 

for much of the next half decade.  

It was no small irony therefore that as the Instituto Guatemalteco de 

Turismo (INGUAT)75 -barely able to afford to produce materials and promote 

programs abroad- was gradually disappearing from the public eye, it would be 

thrust into the national and international spotlight by a consumer boycott.76  While 

of only the most marginal interest to national and international audiences during 

the first decade of the war, in late 1979 the Guatemalan tourism industry was 

transformed by the international labor and solidarity community into the poster 

child example of governmental ethnic and class-based exploitation.  On 

December 6th of that year, the International Union of Food and Allied Workers 

(IUF) -an international body which was at the time comprised of 160 national 

unions of food workers in hotels, restaurants, cafeterias and travel agencies in 59 

countries- called for a consumer boycott of tourism to Guatemala based upon the 

human rights violations perpetuated by the government against its citizens 

(Noticias de Guatemala, February 9th 1981:18).   

                                                 
75 El Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo (INGUAT) is referred to in the English language 
documents of the period as the Guatemala Tourism Bureau, the Guatemala Tourism Commission, 
or the Guatemala Tourism Institute.  Whenever possible we will be referring to it by its acronym, 
INGUAT. 
76 Very few, if any tourism brochures were available to/through travel agencies abroad at this 
time.  One had to write INGUAT directly to receive information.  Due to the lack of print 
materials, such requests were not always met (Author’s interviews with INGUAT representatives, 
Guatemala City, Guatemala, INGUAT offices, 1992-93). 
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Labor conflicts, international solidarity and consumer boycotts 

The International Union of Food and Allied Worker’s (IUF) involvement 

in Guatemalan national politics was prompted by an onslaught of highly visible 

and egregious attacks by the Guatemalan government upon organized labor 

during the late 1970s.  In 1979, the General Secretary of the IUF visited 

Guatemala as a member of Amnesty International’s mission to the country.  As 

stated above, by the end of the year, the IUF had called for a consumer boycott of 

tourism to Guatemala, a call that was immediately answered by many of its 

affiliates throughout the world.77  These include the other International Trade 

Secretariats (ITS) at the 1980 ITS General Conference in London, several 

Transport, Communication Workers and Miners unions, the International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions, and the International Federation of Popular 

Travel Organizations.  Over the course of the next several years countless more 

labor, civic and religious organizations would join the campaign, among which 

were Amnesty International, the Guatemalan News and Information Bureau 

(Berkeley, CA.), the Guatemalan Solidarity Network, the Central America 

Working Group (Philadelphia, PA.), and the Interfaith Center on Corporate 

Responsibility, A Sponsored Related Movement of the National Council of 

Churches (New York, NY), to name but a few.  The IUF’s call to boycott tourism 

to Guatemala was not isolated, but took place within the context of and was the 
                                                 
77 Actions pertaining to consumer boycotts in general, including both the tourism and the future 
Coca-Cola boycott, were taken up by IUF affiliates in Australia, Finland, Norway, and Sweden.  
Media campaigns publicizing the situation in Guatemala were launched in Finland, Norway, 
Australia, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden, Switzerland and the 
United States (Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, under the subject heading entitled 
“Human Rights Work Related to Guatemala, subheading entitled Action by IUF Affiliates and 
Secretariat”, targeted mailing). 
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precursor to a much larger and internationally famous series of boycott actions 

taken by the Union.  The most high profile of these was the subsequent 

international consumer boycott against Coca-Cola called for in 1980, which was 

an international labor and solidarity response to one of the most famous 

international labor disputes and series of human rights violations of the era; a 

campaign which influenced the way current labor and solidarity organizations 

interact and strategize today.78

The government attacks against workers that took place during this period 

were but a new chapter in the ongoing history of struggle between Guatemala’s 

military dictatorships and organized labor.  Tides of violence, which had ebbed 

and flowed over the course of the previous fifty years, had already crested twice 

by the 1970s, with the post-1954 coup crack down on trade unions, and the near 

complete decimation of the movement during the dictatorship of Jorge Ubico 

(1931-1944) two decades earlier.  Over the course of the Ubico dictatorship, what 

gains organized labor had made since its emergence in Guatemala in the 1920s 

were eliminated.  However during the ten years (1944-54) that followed Ubico’s 

resignation and exile the tide changed and trade unions thrived with the active 

encouragement of the government.   

It was during this period, during the administration of Juan José Arévalo 

(1944-1949), that the 1947 labor code -which remained in effect until 1983- was 

adopted.79  This code “gave workers the right to strike and organize unions, 
                                                 
78 Here I refer to the current consumer boycott being called for against Coca Cola for human 
rights violations against its workers active in labor unions in Colombia. 
79 The adoption of the 1947 labor code was but one of many structural reforms instituted during 
the progressive administrations of Juan José Arévalo and his successor Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán.  
During the Arévalo administration a social security system was created and under the new 
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stipulated equal pay for equal work, authorized the passing of minimum wage 

laws, and set up a system of labor courts to arbitrate grievances” (Nyrop 

1983:24).  In addition to providing for minimum wage, this code established a 

social security system, mandated an eight-hour workday, and gave time off for 

national holidays.  Moreover, it protected workers from arbitrary dismissal, 

allowed for individual and collective bargaining, and provided official recognition 

to unions (Nyrop 1983:153).  “Developmentalist” in attitude, Arévalo created 

incentives for urban industrialization as well as rural agricultural production, 

without ever challenging the system of current land holding with the threat of land 

redistribution.   

After winning the 1950 elections, Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán entered office, 

promising the “transformation of the feudal system and the ending of economic 

dependency” (Nyrop 1983:25).  In doing so, he ran into immediate problems with 

the close-knit community of American corporations active within the country, 

which included the United Fruit Company, the International Railways of Central 

America (IRCA), and the Empresa Eléctrica de Guatemala (EEG).  Despite the 

clarity of the impending conflict, Arbenz forged ahead with a series of aggressive 

reforms and a strategy of mass mobilization, which included the participation of 

indigenous populations (through agrarian programs), student activists, and 

organized labor.  Urban and rural unions formalized themselves –indeed, it was 

during this period that the first rural peasant unions were created- and their 

memberships swelled.   
                                                                                                                                     
constitution of 1945 the vagrancy and other forced labor laws, which had been used to extract 
labor from indigenous communities throughout the highlands, were abolished (Nyrop 1983: 23-
24). 
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By 1954 the General Confederation of Guatemalan Workers 
(Confederación General de Trabajadores Guatemaltecas –CGTG), the 
national confederation of urban workers, claimed 500 affiliated unions 
with 104,000 members; the rural confederation, the National 
Confederation of Guatemalan Peasants (Confederación Nacional de 
Campesinos Guatemaltecos – CNCG), was estimated to have 250,000 
members in 1,700 affiliated bodies (Nyrop 1983:153).    

Following the coup of 1954, organized labor was dealt a series of 

staggering blows: the legal registrations of the CGTG and the CNCG were 

cancelled, numerous unions (both urban and rural) were made illegal, and many 

of the most visible leaders in the trade and peasant unions were killed.  Within a 

year, only 27 legally recognized unions still existed, which together maintained 

less than 27,000 members.  Mild fluctuations in organized labor activity over the 

following twenty years found membership numbers during the early 1970s at 

much the same level (Nyrop 1983:154).  The government sought to deflect 

attention from its anti-labor policies by allowing the far less militant 

Confederation of Federated Workers (Confederación de Trabajadores Federados 

– CTF) to continue functioning.  By 1975, the CFT, an affiliate of the American 

Institute for Free Labor Development (AIFLD) of the American Federation of 

Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), was the county’s 

largest trade union federation.   

Some unions did try to work, or at least negotiate, with the State in the 

post coup years.  However as the tumultuous period sparked by the 1976 

earthquake demonstrated, neither the extent of a union’s alliances, its size, nor its 

attempts to placate government could protect it and its members from government 

crackdowns.  Like its far more left-wing counterpart, the National Confederation 
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of Workers (Confederación Nacional de Trabajadores – CNT), the CFT was 

targeted for repression during the administration of Kjell Eugenio Laugerud 

(1974-1978) and into that of Romeo Lucas Garcia (1978-1982).  Unlike the CFT, 

the CNT had never courted government favor.  Indeed, it broke away from its 

Christian Democrat founders to join the far more leftist Latin American Labor 

Confederation and the Autonomous Trade Union Federation of Guatemala.  It was 

these two organizations, that together with the federation of bank workers, sugar 

workers, municipal workers, and teachers, formed the National Committee for 

Trade Union Unity (Comité Nacional de Unidad Sindical – CNUS).  

From its inception, CNUS aggressively lobbied the government to aid 

earthquake victims, provide employment, institute and enforce minimum wage, 

facilitate the legalization of union organizations and adopt a new labor code.  

CNUS’s emergence was timely, giving voice to the needs of numerous emerging 

organizations, but it efforts would be thwarted, leading to some of the most 

violent State-labor struggles of the period.  As was discussed in Chapter 2, the 

1976 earthquake that shook the country and either killed or internally displaced 

some 20 percent of the population (leaving approximately 25,000 dead and 1.25 

million homeless), revealed the depth of the already highly visible cleavages 

between the nation’s classes (Jonas 1991:124), regions and ethnic groups.  The 

earthquake had a profound impact on the social geography of the nation, driving, 

in a few short months, some 500,000 new immigrants to Guatemala City.  This 

internal migration exacerbated the plight of the City’s already 300,000 homeless 

residents, placing even greater stress on what was already a highly unstable urban 
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resource production and distribution system (Jonas 1991:124).  Out of this newly 

reconfigured urban landscape, tense, conflictive and resource deficient, emerged 

new organizations representing the interests of squatters and the urban working 

poor.  The effects of inflation and the inability of new immigrants to find 

sustaining employment drove organized labor to make a series of demands, 

which, when unmet, led to more aggressive negotiating tactics and protests among 

workers and unions, at the center of which was the CNUS.  

The governmental response to the demands of the CNUS was a backlash 

that escalated as strikes were met with increasing repression.  Between 1976 and 

1983 CNUS and CNT suffering increasing losses.  The 1978 strike over bus fare 

increased called for by CNUS, which left 400 wounded and 31 dead, was 

followed within a year by the assassinations of key federation leaders, the 

elimination of the CNT’s entire directiva (governing board) and by the early 

1980s the collapse of the CNUS infrastructure.  

The entire 27-member executive committee of the CNT was killed in 1979 
in the middle of a four-year effort to unionize the Coca-Cola bottling 
factory, Embotelladora Guatemalteca.  These and scores of other union 
officials simply “disappeared” between 1976 and 1980, never to be heard 
from again.  Others were arrested and urged to leave the country.  Still 
others became radicalized, disappeared from public view and, presumably, 
joined clandestine opposition groups or guerrilla organizations” (Nyrop 
1983:154).  

Indeed, it was not until 1983 that the labor movement could effectively reorganize 

itself, reemerging as the newly formed Guatemalan Confederation of Trade Union 

Unity (Confederación de Unidad Sindical de Guatemala-CUSG). 

Of the numerous clashes between organized labor and government which 

marked this period “(b)y far the most significant was the struggle, beginning in 
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mid-1975, of workers at the Embotelladora Guatemalteca factory licensed to 

produce Coca-Cola” writes Jonas (Jonas 1991:124).  In a speech at the IUF-HRC 

Workers’ Trade Group Conference in Geneva in December 1979, Shirley Fuentes 

Mohr, the widow of assassinated Social Democratic leader Alberto Fuentes Mohr, 

tried to describe to union members the escalating violence that labor was facing, 

during the early days of the crackdown at the Embotelladora Guatemalteca 

factory:  

The labor movement has particularly suffered from a long and continuous 
repression.  Although the Constitution theoretically allows the 
organization of labour unions, there has been a systematic campaign to 
destroy them.  This has been attempted through massive sacking of 
workers and the assassination and torture of the most prominent labour 
leaders.  This repression has also been extended to labour lawyers who 
have been assassinated as well.  Jose Alberto Alvarado, leader of the 
National Confederation of Workers (CNT), was assassinated on June 29, 
1978; Mario Rolando Mujía, labour lawyer of the miners in the Northwest 
of Guatemala, was shot on July 29, 1978.  A assistant of Mujía, María 
Eugenia Mendoza, was kidnapped and tortured on September 5; Miguel 
Angel Ordoñez, worker of the largest glass company in Guatemala was 
shot and killed by police on October 5; Arnulfo Cifuentes Díaz, former 
president and one of the main leaders of the Association of Telegraphists 
and Radio-Telegraphists, was murdered on October 7; Marco Antonio 
Hernández, director of the State Employees’ Union was arrested on the 
11th of October, and four more workers of the same union were arrested in 
the following days.  This is only part of the repression against workers 
which continues to this day.   

On October 16, there was an attempt on the life of Israel Marques, 
Secretary General of the National Committee of United Workers (CNUS) 
and an organizer of the union in the Coca-Cola bottling plant.  The case of 
the Coca-Cola plant in Guatemala, as you may know, is particularly 
gruesome.  Apart from massive sacking and apparent reorganization of the 
firm in order to destroy the union, Pedro Quevedo, former Secretary 
General of the union, was assassinated on December 12, 1978.  On 
January 24, 1979, there was a second attempt on Israel Marquez’s life, but 
another person was killed by mistake.  This time, Marquez sought exile in 
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the Venezuelan embassy.  On April 5, 1979, Manuel López Balam, 
Secretary General of the Coca-Cola Union, was assassinated, and Rafael 
González and Silverio Vásquez, also workers of Coca-Cola Company, 
were kidnapped and shot at, respectively, in June (Mohr, IUF-HRC Dec. 
4-7 1979:2). 

Within a year, the IUF would move again in support of Guatemalan 

workers by calling, in 1980, for yet another consumer boycott, this time against 

Coca-Cola.  Writing almost a decade after Mohr’s moving speech, in 1987 Jean-

Marie Simon explained how the IUF’s international solidarity consumer boycott 

campaign against the Coca-Cola helped the struggle for worker’s rights to stand 

out among the numerous other clashes taking place at the time.  Moreover, she 

began to disentangle the web of governmental and international, personal and 

institutional connections in which the plant and the strike were enmeshed. 

The Coca-Cola bottling plant, EMCESA (Embotelladora Central Sociedad 
Anónima), has operated in Guatemala for 45 years.  The Coca-Cola union, 
organized in 1974, became known internationally when the IUF 
(International Union of Food and Allied Workers’ Association, an 
international trade union coalition with 186 affiliates in 63 countries), 
organized a 1980 boycott of Coca-Cola’s Guatemala City bottling plant, 
following targeted repression against its leaders.  In 1975 the fledgling 
STEGAC union became embroiled in a series of clashes with local 
company president, Houston lawyer John Clinton Trotter (Simon 
1987:202). 

With the hindsight of a decade and the knowledge of what took place at the CNT 

unionist meeting in June of 1980 (events Mohr only feared would occur when she 

spoke to IUF-HRC workers in Geneva in December of 1979), and the web of 

relationships that supported it, Simon puts Mohr’s list of events and the names 

and fates of individuals in a broader context, offering causal relationships.  In it 

she explains how Trotter, the manager at the time, with direct backing from the 
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Lucas Garcia administration, attempted to put a final end to labor organizing at 

the plant.  

Trotter, a close personal friend of security chiefs in the Lucas Garcia 
government (1978-82), kept a permanent presence of kaibil soldiers, 
attack dogs, and Mobile Military Police (PMA) at the Coca-Cola plant.  
Following the publication of three death-squad lists in 1978-79, eight 
Coca-Cola union leaders were killed or “disappeared”: Pedro Quevedo y 
Quevedo, shot in the face; Manuel Lopez Balam, throat slit; Marlon 
Mendizábal, machine-gunned; Edgar Aldana, shot “by mistake” on the 
plant grounds when he was mistaken for a fellow unionist, himself a 
government target, after borrowing the man’s jacket and cap.  On June 21, 
1980, 27 unionists meeting at CNT (National Confederation of Workers) 
headquarters were abducted in broad daylight, including Coca-Cola 
unionists, Ismael Vásquez and Florentino Gómez.  By this time, union 
membership dropped from 500 to 63 (Simon 1987:202). 

The degree and public nature of the violence used in the crackdown on 

organized labor at the Guatemala City EMCESA plant and the intimate 

relationship between private capital and the military government, Guatemala and 

the United States –together with the high visibility of the Coca-Cola brand- drew 

the attention of organized labor federations, human rights organizations and the 

international press.  “Domestically, the struggle at Coca Cola sparked solidarity 

from the entire union movement; internationally, it was supported by a boycott 

organized by the International Union of Food and Allied Workers and numerous 

other labor, human rights, and religious organizations” (Jonas 1991:124).80  The 

IUF consumer boycott against Coca-Cola of 1980 based on the violations of 

human rights became a reference point for numerous other subsequent 

                                                 
80 Jonas cites Hank Frundt’s 1987 article “To Buy the World a Coke”, published in Latin 
American Perspectives (Summer), pp. 381-416. 
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international boycotts, including the one currently being called for based on 

human rights abuses against union members in Colombia.  

But what of the lesser-known boycott against tourism called for by the 

IUF, the one that first involved the IUF and this international solidarity movement 

in Guatemala’s civil war?  In many ways it was a far more complex boycott than 

the one against Coca-Cola: full of consciously manufactured dichotomies and 

internal strategic contradictions; involving numerous sectors, and fighting for a 

long-term goal which would admittedly probably harm in the short-term many of 

the very people they wished to help (Guatemala News and Information Bureau 

1979:1-3).  While clearly representing a form of counter-hegemonic struggle for 

meaning and legitimacy with the Guatemalan State through its challenging of the 

traditional set of images that constituted the “Land of Eternal Springtime” 

package of Guatemalan national identity, the IUF boycott was part of a much 

larger human rights campaign, that sought to challenge and demystify the 

dominant myths of Guatemalan nationalism and contemporary society.  The 

discursive strategies and tactics used in the boycott -which included the 

juxtaposition of dichotomies (the Real vs. the image), the use of semantic and 

symbolic inversions (Eternal Spring/Eternal Tyranny) and testimonies in the first-

person vs. anonymous third person descriptions alternately borrowed from and 

would be integrated into an increasingly popular genre of socio-political critique 

and protest, which eventually came to define a new standard.81  Over the next two 
                                                 
81 As discussed by Georg M. Gugelberger (“Introduction: Institutionalization of Transgression: 
Testimonial Discourse and Beyond” (1995)), John Beverley (“The Margin at the Center: On 
Testimonio” (1989)), and George Yúdice (“Testimonio and Postmodernism” (1991) in George M. 
Gugelberger’s (ed.) The Real Thing: Testimonial Discourse and Latin America (1996: Duke 
University Press).  Although many elements of the narratives and images produced within this 
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decades, this broader campaign would work to establish an international 

movement and discourse with new standards and a new orthodoxy for the 

measurement of “Truth” and “Justice” for an increasingly information savvy, 

interconnected, and socially conscious global society and community.   

In order to discuss the tourism boycott, its goals, strategies, and 

significance within the broader context of Guatemalan history and international 

solidarity work, we must take a closer look at the specific circumstances within 

which it emerged.  In the following pages we will discuss the struggle that took 

place between these opposing positions and the narratives that their supporters 

and promoters created, how they were developed (both in terms of the 

motivations which drove their creation and the forms they took), the ways they 

interacted and played off of one another, and the impacts they had on the social, 

political and economic lives of their subjects and audiences.  However, to do this, 

I will need to jump ahead a decade to the publishing of one of the most famous 

English language books on Guatemala: Jean-Marie Simon’s Guatemala: Eternal 

Spring, Eternal Tyranny.   

Although one could begin this process with any number of texts, Simon’s 

Guatemala: Eternal Spring, Eternal Tyranny seems the most appropriate, for 

theoretical, historical and personal reasons.  I choose it not only because of 

                                                                                                                                     
counter-hegemonic struggle for meaning appeared on the surface to be radically different from 
those of their dominant/traditional counterparts, the underlying forms and narratives they 
employed -which relied on travel, observation, documentation (through written word and visual 
documentation: photography and art), and personal interaction with local/indigenous 
communities- at times did not represent significant departures from those used in traditional 
tourism industry materials.  This, together with the use of indigenous women as one of the central 
images, raises questions regarding underlying common assumptions between the right and left and 
the degree to which protest narratives reproduce certain aspects of existing social relations in the 
very process of attempting to radically challenge and put an end to them. 
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Simon’s use of the very oppositions, inversions and narrative forms we refer to, 

complete with travel and transgression as underlying metaphors.  And, not only 

because it helps us to look back on the period in question, drawing together events 

and ideas that had been in circulation during the previous decade through the use 

of photos and written textual narratives, a technique which I try to employ in my 

own analysis.  I choose it because in doing so, Simon was able to create a degree 

of immediacy and emotional empathy for her subjects that few other texts of the 

time ever achieved, drawing the reader in and refusing to let them go, unchanged.  

Moreover, I choose it because it was one of the first books I ever saw that 

introduced me to Guatemala, as a North American academic, activist and 

armchair tourist. 

TRAVEL NARRATIVES FROM GUATEMALA: FROM ETERNAL SPRING TO 
ETERNAL TYRANNY 

After spending much of the previous six years traveling through 

Guatemala, “returning to follow events largely ignored by the news, and out of 

growing respect for friends and acquaintances” (Simon 1987:8), photographer and 

writer Jean-Marie Simons published Guatemala: Eternal Spring, Eternal Tyranny 

(1987).  This book was intended to illustrate to an international audience –

primarily North American- the daily reality of contemporary Guatemala.  More 

importantly, it was meant to be a historical document for Guatemalans, so that in 

the more peaceful future they could look back and reflect upon their collective 

past.  Simon begins by juxtaposing, what are among Guatemalans and Guatemala 

analysts, familiar phrases – the combination of which points to the underlying 

“Truth” and tragic irony of the story she is to tell. 
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In the 1800s a European visitor called Guatemala the “land of eternal 
spring.”  A century later, Guatemalan essayist and politician Manuel 
Galich called his country the “land of eternal tyranny.”  For a few 
Guatemala is paradise.  For most it is not (Simon 1987:19). 

Throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, the glossy oversized cover of 

Simon’s book beckoned its English-speaking audiences from our overstuffed 

chairs in our living rooms, as other coffee table books of its shape and size often 

do, to pick it up and spend a lazy hour thumbing through a beautifully illustrated 

travelogue of adventures in exotic, far away places.  But this unconventional 

coffee table book provided no such relief.  Nearly two decades later, it still does 

not.  Once the cover is lifted, the reader is shocked to find that they have not 

embarked on a trip to a Latin American Shangri La, but have plunged into Central 

America’s killing fields.  Using written narrative and visual images, Simon guides 

her audience through the rugged socio-political landscape of Guatemala during 

the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s, illustrating the depth of social tensions and the brutality 

of the conflict: indigenous villages razed; tens of thousands of men, women and 

children killed by government security forces; hundreds of clandestine cemeteries 

and 39% of all “disappearances” throughout Latin America since 1966 (Simon 

1987:14).  With each new page, Simon deconstructs another aspect of 

Guatemalan colonial and post-colonial civil society/state relations and widens the 

cleavages in the state’s official discourses regarding the country’s civil war.  

While flickers of hope appear, the constant state of insecurity and imbalance of 

power is almost paralyzing.   

Since 1982 Guatemala has lived through two presidential elections, two 
military coups and two states of alert, two Constitutions, an eleven-month 
state of siege, a three-month state of emergency, at least four amnesty 
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periods, and four heads of state-three of them army generals (Simon 
1987:14). 

While it did attempt to make its readers stop and pay attention, the goal of 

Simon’s book was not to create a sense of paralysis.  Indeed, it was quite the 

opposite.  It was a call to consciousness and action – one of many that had gone 

out during the previous ten years seeking to build international solidarity with 

Guatemala and Guatemalans.  Like many tours, its objective was to expose its 

armchair participants to the unknown, provide sufficient information to help them 

interpret what they are seeing, and in so doing transform them.  Both in form and 

content Simon simulates this process, all the while delivering a crucial message: 

As physical, material and brutal as it has been, Guatemala’s conflict has not just 

been a war between people of different ethnicities and classes, fighting for access 

to basic resources such as land.  It has been a bitter global struggle over 

international markets, ideologies, information, images, narrative constructions of 

spaces and places and the frames through which to interpret them, involving both 

coercive and non-coercive methods.  Therefore, to be successfully resolved, the 

conflict must be dealt with at many levels, on many fronts, using both 

conventional and non-conventional weapons.  Although not directly addressed in 

Simon’s book, the struggle that took place over the image of Guatemala as a 

space and place within the tourism boycott during the late 1970s and early 1980s 

exemplifies that message. 
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Economic isolation as alternative international intervention: finding the right 
tools and targets for politicizing consumption  

By the late 1980s, when Guatemala: Eternal Spring, Eternal Tyranny was 

published, juxtapositions of extremes and of “images” vs. “Reality”, symbolic 

inversions and first person testimonios (testimonials) had become standard tools 

in Guatemala solidarity work, as had boycotts.82  Throughout the 1970s, 

international human rights campaigns had worked to establish alternative frames 

of reference for analysis and to break down the construction of the paternal, 

symbiotic relationship between the Guatemalan State and its citizens.  Raising 

international consciousness and leveraging the power of international markets 

through economic support measures, embargoes, and boycotts had also become 

accepted non-military intervention strategies – used by both the right and the left- 

to influence the policies of foreign governments and commercial sectors.   

The decision to utilize these tools in the IUF led attack on the Guatemalan 

tourism industry was strategic in that it allowed them to target multiple points 

within the circuit of the production-consumption relationship within this mainly 

service sector industry, affecting participants at both national and international 

level.  The boycott, which took place in tandem with a number of similar 

advocacy campaigns aimed at tourism such as that led by Amnesty 

International,83 attempted to educate U.S. and European consumers about the way 

                                                 
82 Gugelberger, George M. ed. 1996.  The Real Thing: Testimonial Discourse and Latin America.  
Duke University Press. 
83 “Protegen los Derechos Humanos, No Visiten Gautemala”: La expresión anterior puede leerse 
en muchos de los buses que circulan en la ciudad norteamericana de Los Angeles.  La misma 
sintetiza el espíritu que anima a las distintas instituciones que impulsan el boicot turístico a 
nuestro país.  Entre las campañas más importantes tenemos la de Amnistía Internacional.  Esta 
organización publicó un informe sobre la violación a los derechos humanos en Guatemala y 
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tourism fit into broader relations of economic development and international 

trade.  Moreover, it sought to create a sense of global social responsibility for the 

creation and maintenance of those conditions, addressing issues related to 

international production and consumption networks and relations.  (These issues 

we will discuss more in the next section on re-signifying space and place in the 

boycott).  This they did while trying to weaken what was one of Guatemala’s 

largest industries and one of the few sectors that were still growing.  On this final 

point, a few words of clarification should be made.   

Although upon the launching of the IUF campaign, tourism was 

indisputably one of strongest industries in the country, it was already 

demonstrating clear signs of the weaknesses that would make it a vulnerable 

target.  From 1975 to 1979 the number of tourists coming into Guatemala had 

risen, albeit modestly, from 454,436 to 503,908 (Inforpress Centroamericana, 

No. 399, July 3rd 1980).   
 

Table 3.2 Guatemala: Arrivals and Departures of Tourists 
1975-1979 

Year Tourists arriving Guatemalans departing  
1975 454,436 142,827 
1976 407,937 159,900 
1977 444,843 170,440 
1978 415,580 170,699 
1979 503,908 180,983 
Source: Inforpress Centroamericana , No. 399, July 3, 1980. 

                                                                                                                                     
realizó una campaña através de folletos, afiches, boletins, etc.  El informe citado de la Secretaria 
General del Consejo de Planificación Económica, al respeto, apunta: “no se puede dudar en el 
enorme impacto de esta organización en los países desarrollados que proveen para este año el 
49.7% de total de visitantes que llegan a Guatemala.”  (Noticias de Guatemala, “Distintas 
Campañas de Apoyo y Solidaridad con Guatemala”, February 9th1981, pp. 16-18). 
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While tourism was technically registering growth in terms of numbers of 

tourists and foreign earnings, the numbers used by different institutions varied and 

often masked other more unsettling trends.  For example with the numbers of 

foreign tourists coming into the country: increases in the number of arrivals were 

irregular, rising and falling from year to year, with a final upswing in 1979.  

During the same period however the number of Guatemalans exiting the country, 

ostensibly for tourism, rose steadily and continually.  These figures imply a 

number of things: Guatemalans who have the funds to vacation outside the 

country were choosing in ever greater numbers to do so rather than travel 

domestically; many who were traveling for business were using tourist visas; and 

increasing numbers of Guatemalans were using tourist visas to leave the country 

for reasons not related to pleasure, but to exile.   

It was also often stated that growth was taking place in foreign earnings.  

Technically this was true.  However, the foreign exchange spent during this 

period was consistently higher than earnings, leading to negative balances of as 

high as 40 percent for four out of the five preceding years.  
 

Table 3.3 Tourism Related Balance of Payments 1975-1979 
(in millions of Quetzals) 

Year  Revenue Earnings Revenues Spent Balance  
1975 78.0 54.8 +23.2 
1976 65.6 81.9 -16.3 
1977 66.3 100.0 -33.7 
1978 67.6 107.7 -40.1 
1979 81.6 120.1 -38.5 
Source: Inforpress Centroamericana, No. 399, July 3, 1980. 
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As Guatemala’s national conflict escalated and international awareness of 

the situation grew during the late 1970s, international human rights organizations 

frustrated with standard avenues of trying to pressure the military government 

into compliance with international standards had begun to diversify targets within 

the state apparatus and the non-traditional strategies used against them, resulting 

in, among other initiatives, the IUF boycott of tourism.  The goals of the tourism 

boycott as an alternative form of international protest/intervention were 

multifaceted: political, economic, and social.  They included increasing the 

visibility of the conflict, consolidating international condemnation of the 

administrations, institutions and individuals involved and responsible, drawing 

any and all financial resources possible away from the current military/state 

apparatus, and analyzing and critiquing the underlying social structure of the 

nation-state that allowed for such events to occur.   

Far from the intended results of the transition period reforms introduced a 

decade later (i.e., opening the country to international markets and stimulating the 

economy through reforms and aid), the IUF and its partners/supporters sought to 

further increase Guatemala’s isolation and reduce its incoming international 

resources.  This represented a different, but equally efficient form of international 

intervention.  These goals would be achieved through  

 
1) the successful resignification of the country as a space and place of 

danger and tyranny rather than idyllic springtime, and  
2) the aggressive reproduction and dissemination of these alternative 

meanings, images and narratives through networks of solidarity 
organizations and the media to a broad international consumer 
audience that advocates hoped would be sympathetic to the 
organizations’ message and supportive of their goals.   
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The re-signification of space and place in the Guatemala tourism boycott 

The IUF’s decision to launch the boycott and the strategies and tactics it 

employed in its half decade long campaign were based upon certain 

understandings.  Among them were 1) the highly subjective and mutable nature of 

social space and the experiential processes which constitute the creation of 

place84, and 2) the inherent tensions that existed between the narratives that 

comprised national tourist discourses and those which dominated national, 

regional and international discourses of democratization and socio-economic and 

political development.85

In an effort to drastically challenge and redefine the popular images and 

meanings associated with Guatemala as both a geographic space and a spatially-

temporally defined place, with a carefully constructed narrative past, present, and 

future, the IUF and its partner organizations created images and narratives that 

highlighted these discursive differences and disjunctures.  Using background 

information on the social, political and economic events taking place in the 

country, documented by human rights organizations -particularly those of 

Amnesty International- and the press, boycott supporters sought to re-present the 

social relations taking place in the most basic unit used within national tourist 

discourse, the bound geographic space of the country (with definable borders and 

limits which claims sovereignty over the resources therein; natural and human, 

tangible and intangible). 
                                                 
84 “In contrast to physical space pure and simple, places are not ‘objective’ realities but exist only through particular 
human spatial experiences.  Social space must be viewed as more than either a neutral medium for social practices or their 
passive resultant; rather it is ‘an active, constitutive, irreducible, necessary component in the social’s composition’” (Keith 
and Pile, 1993:36).  
85 While both are discourses of modernity, they differ in significant ways. 

 127



Through the texts solidarity organizations produced (i.e., among which 

were letters, fliers, newsletters, newspaper articles, posters and bumper stickers), 

they offered potential consumers significantly different experiences of Guatemala 

from those suggested in and by traditional tourist industry materials (i.e., which 

primarily took the forms of posters, brochures, and television spots).  From the 

perspective of the two competing groups -the industry and the IUF-led 

opposition- the struggle to convince international consumers “to go” or “not to go 

to Guatemala” that ensued was over who could prove what was “Really” taking 

place in Guatemala.  However, the ultimate victory/success of the competing 

campaigns would depend not so much on the ability to uncover a greater quantity 

of observable/measurable facts (“Truths”), as it would be  

 
1) to produce a more compelling/convincing narrative of Guatemala as a 

contemporary place to visit (i.e., as a “Land of Eternal Spring” vs. a 
”Land of Eternal Tyranny”), and  

2) to successfully disseminate that narrative to a broader audience, which 
would at some level identify with it and its underlying message and 
internalize it enough to alter their beliefs and their behaviors.   

Only through this production, distribution, consumption and subsequent 

change in behavior would organizations restructure the basis upon which, in 

Edward Soja’s words, “social action and relationships (including class relations) 

are materially constituted, made concrete” (Soja 1989:129) and begin to transform 

Guatemala as a physical and psychological space.86  

                                                 
86 “Spatiality is a substantiated and recognizable social product, part of a ‘second nature’ which 
incorporates as it socializes and transforms both physical and psychological spaces…As a social 
product, spatiality is simultaneously the medium and outcome, presupposition and embodiment, of 
social action and relationship…The spatio-temporal structuring of social life defines how social 
action and relationships (including class relations) are materially constituted, made concrete” 
(Soja 1989: 129).  Also see Soja’s earlier 1971 work The Politics of Space. 
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The spatial resignification and reconstruction of Guatemala through the 

IUF-led boycott did indeed function as both a medium and an outcome and helped 

to materially (re)constitute and concretize many relationships –socio-political, 

economic, ideological- within and outside of Guatemala.  When the IUF first 

launched the boycott in 1979, international condemnation of the Guatemalan 

state’s activities in the United States and Europe was widespread, yet 

unconsolidated; the tourism industry was one of the few sectors of the national 

economy linked with the state that was still bringing in some form of foreign 

revenue, albeit minimal; and popular explanations for the conflict were still mired 

in the rhetoric of the Cold World period.87  Over the subsequent years, the IUF 

and its partners would use the boycott as a mechanism to help consolidate the 

Guatemalan international solidarity movement, reduce Guatemala’s GNP, and 

demonstrate to the international community –using ethnic tourism- the degree of 

inequity contemporary Guatemala suffered within Western Hemispheric neo-

colonial relations.  These explanations transcended East/West Cold War rhetoric 

by recognizing and including in their analyses some of the more deep-seeded 

driving forces at the national and local levels that were fueling the ethnic and 

class conflict. 

While the impact of the boycott on the state’s and military’s activities over 

the following years can be debated, the influence it had on the broader economic 

and political atmosphere and the way Guatemala was perceived internationally 

                                                 
87 By this I refer to the Reagan Doctrine era interpretations that posited Guatemala’s problems as 
stemming from Central America’s Marxist Leninist revolutionary, global communist vs. capitalist 
hegemonic struggle as outlined in Chapter 2. 
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was without question significant.88  The campaign went far beyond negatively 

impacting revenues (as we shall see), forcing the faltering industry into the 

national and international spotlight and assigning it a socio-political weight and 

role within a broader political and ideological conflict.  It took travel and tourism 

out of the discursive realms of pleasure, education and elite consumer privilege 

and right and placed it within the highly polarized political and moral debates of 

social responsibility, global economic interdependence and interconnectivity, and 

international solidarity.  It took the traditional images used by the tourism 

industry to represent and sell Guatemala as a space and geographic territory (i.e., 

the “colorful and friendly” Maya, Guatemala’s colonial and pre-colonial history, 

etc.) and re-interpreted and re-presented them to the traditional target audience, 

for the express opposite goal of that which was originally intended.  That is to 

repulse rather than to attract and to shock rather than to appease.  

The resignification of Guatemala as a spatially and temporally 

bound/defined place was achieved by removing it and its indigenous populations 

from the discursive genre of the past/history and placing it firmly within that of 

current global socio-political relations.  In doing so, it took the interaction 

between tourist and local out of the carefully constructed quasi-

spiritual/metaphysical narrative realm, dominated by master-tropes of time/space 

travel, in which the present and the modern meet the mystical past and 

repositioned it firmly within more Dependency and World Systems theory style 

                                                 
88 Noticias de Guatemala, “Distintas Campañas de Apoyo y Solidaridad con Guatemala”, 
February 9th1981, p. 16-18. 
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interpretations of contemporary international socio-political relations.89  Within 

this new more materialist framework, through their travel elite “First World” 

consumers contributed resources to an authoritarian nation-state that actively 

sponsors the oppression and extermination of the peoples it featured in its tourism 

industry promotions.  In so doing, it challenged international consumers to 

question 1) travel as an individual right, and 2) abstract ideas such as the 

relationship between beauty and pleasure, horror and pain and an individual or 

group’s right to them or to be free from them. 

PRYING OPEN THE CLEAVAGES OF THE SOCIAL  
 
Given the complexity of the social, dissected as it is by myriad cleavages, 
how can one speak of spatiality in the singular?  Surely there must exist a 
multiplicity of spaces – “cross-cutting, intersecting, aligning with one 
another, or existing in relations of paradox or antagonism” (Massey, 1994:  
3).   
 
In turn, there must be ways in which these multiple spaces can be 
differentiated, qualified, conceptualized, pitted against one another.  
(Schick 1999:6) 

Counterhegemonic strategies of protest 

As stated in the previous section, the success of the boycott depended on 

organizer’s ability to construct a certain image of Guatemala that countered the 

official and widely disseminated image circulated by the Guatemalan government 

and official tourism bureau and private promoters.  These alternative images were 

sometimes presented in the form of thoughtful and interrogative paradoxes, while 

at others took the form of biting antagonistic juxtapositions.  Even more important 

                                                 
89 Correlates common to both are “urban meets rural” and “North meets South.” 
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than the images themselves, success depended on organizer’s ability to circulate 

their message in such a way as to successfully engage the attention, sympathy, 

and support of other activists and potential consumers, without alienating, 

antagonizing or overpowering them.  Building this supportive base for the boycott 

required that organizers come to terms with a range of social, political, and 

economic differences among their potential audiences.   

While the boycott images of Guatemala and Guatemalans created by 

boycott organizers attempted to disrupt the hegemonic narrative of the 

Guatemalan State, prying open the numerous social cleavages made so visibly 

apparent to the world after the 1976 earthquake, the way they targeted these 

materials to potential audiences said much about the cleavages (related to class, 

ideology, taste, and nationality) that existed within the international tourist 

market, the international solidarity community, and their own ranks as committed 

Central American activists.  Aware of these cleavages and the contradictions 

inherent in their endeavor, boycott organizers recommended restraint in the types 

of images they created of Guatemala.90  They also sought to train their affiliates 

and supporters to “plan accordingly”, creating “agitational efforts” that targeted 

different potential consumers/supporters according to their class positions, 

political and institutional affiliations, and the method/style of travel associated 

with their tastes.  These distinctions were mapped out in a comprehensive training 

packet which included strategies for “reaching the well-heeled, etc.” as well as 

“the backpackers, sympathetic, etc.”, and common points “that the potentially 
                                                 
90 While respectful of their utility and those who employed them, organizers of the boycott chose 
to not adopt the radically confrontational styles that were used by some Central American 
solidarity organizations at the time. 
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sympathetic groups often need to be convinced” of (Guatemalan News and 

Information Bureau training materials).  It is to the development and use of these 

counterhegemonic discursive and non-discursive strategies that we now turn our 

attention. 

While the creation of new counterhegemonic spatial narratives for the 

boycott challenged those of dominant official tourist discourses, it by no means 

eliminated or even sought to displace them.  Rather the relevance, timeliness, and 

success of these counterhegemonic narratives necessitated that the two (official 

and protest, tourism and boycott) simultaneously co-exist.  Indeed, the strength of 

these alternative narratives came from their ability to drive wedges into the 

cleavages that existed in the traditional and now familiar national tourism 

narratives, which when pried opened revealed the complex, less than idyllic, 

social “Reality” of the nation and its peoples.  This, in turn, served to delegitimize 

the cohesion, singularity, and omnipotent voice of the official state discourse of 

the country and nation and all the relations that it encompassed. 

During the late 1970s and 1980s, the tourist literature produced by the 

Guatemala Tourist Commission (INGUAT) presented “idyllic”, “colorful” and 

“friendly” images of Guatemala.  These visual and textual representations were 

reproduced by private U.S. enterprises and distributed to North Americans 

interested in traveling to Guatemala.  The “exotic” and “colorful” images shown 

in these tourist brochures and in the travel sections of U.S. journals and 

newspapers beckoned the North American tourist to come to Guatemala and 

enjoy all of the pleasures the “Land of Eternal Springtime” could offer.  Central 
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among the images produced for Guatemalan tourism literature is the Guatemalan 

Indian.  Visual representations of smiling men, women and children dressed in 

“traditional” traje decorated brochure covers and served as attractive illustrations 

for accompanying textual material.  More complete brochures often included a 

brief text which offered the reader a condensed history of “the Maya”, a 

description of what they eat, wear, speak and other details about their 

“fascinating” and “mysterious” way of life (A more detailed analysis of this 

construction will be presented in Chapter 4). 

Beginning in the late 1970s the North America public was presented with 

very different images of “The Land of Eternal Springtime.”  This time they came 

from the U.S. media, scholars, and U.S. and European human rights groups, some 

of which were linked to the boycott, many others of which however were 

independent.  The images produced by these sources portrayed another 

Guatemala.  Soon news of “La Violencia” had shattered the vision of Guatemala 

as a tranquil vacation-land which the tourist industry had labored to create.  The 

photos and accounts that these groups published revealed “the reality of 

Guatemala”: civil war, unprecedented human rights abuses, and uncontrollable 

violence.   
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Figure 3.1 Support the International Boycott of Tourism (GNIB leaflet) 

 
Source: Guatemalan News and Information Bureau, nd. 
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In the process of re-creating Guatemala as a forbidden landscape, the 

subtler connotations underlying the inherently transgressive nature of travel and 

tourism were also reinterpreted and recast.  It is important to note that while both 

travel and tourism represented the elite privilege of transgressing the daily 

activities, routines, spaces and places of home, work and the familiar for that of 

the occasional, distant and foreign for reasons of business, leisure and education 

and relied heavily on elaborate constructions of spaces and places, they referred to 

different activities which had different socio-political connotations.  While travel 

referred to the movement of people from one place to another, tourism was used 

to describe the practice of traveling for pleasure or the business of providing tours 

and services for tourists, tours being the comprehensive trips with visits to places 

of interest or short trips to or through a place for the sole purpose of seeing it.  

Within the politically charged environment of Guatemala during the 1970s and 

1980s, many non-nationals who spent time in Guatemala were quick to clarify 

that they were not tourists who had come, paid a fee, and were being led about the 

country for the purposes of seeing monuments, towns and local populations for 

entertainment (e.g., practicing tourism and taking part in tours).  Rather many 

identified themselves as travelers who were there as part of a longer, broader 

journey, the stated goals of which transcended or had little to do with pleasure 

seeking.  Many of these individuals explained that they were in the country in 

order to study, work, volunteer or take part in political and solidarity related 

activities – but not to tour, and certainly not as tourists.91   
                                                 
91 These observations were drawn both from the work of Castellanos (1988) and from interviews 
and conversations with non-nationals both within Guatemala and the United States over a ten year 
period by the author. 
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Both the organizers of the boycott and more independent supporters 

understood this distinction in terminology/labels, self-perception, political 

attitudes, class, and behaviors.  In some of the early training materials developed 

and circulated by the Guatemalan News and Information Bureau organizers 

discussed these identity/taste/class distinctions and the way they needed to be 

taken into account in their strategies. 

The goal of the campaign is to publicize the tourism boycott, its origin, 
purpose, and relationship to the Guatemalan peoples’ struggle for political 
and economic self-determination and social justice. 

In pursuing this goal we have tried to remain aware of the following 
difficulty with regard to our agitational efforts: the kinds of tourists whose 
support of the boycott would be most effective in bringing international 
attention and pressure on the Lucas Garcia government (the well-heeled, 
convention, tour, big-spender, multi-national hotel-staying types) are 
likely to take the most energy (including financial) to reach and are likely 
to be reluctant to support the boycott.  On the other hand, the kinds of 
tourists whose presence and dollars are least likely to be missed (the 
backpacking, bus-riding, individual traveler types) are potentially easier to 
reach yet possibly more sympathetic to our efforts. 

We should be aware of this contradiction and plan accordingly.  We 
should realize that different approaches, different language, and different 
arguments might be more convincing to certain groups than to others.  We 
should also remember that any publicity we do around it is valuable in 
bringing the attention and thoughts of whoever encounters it to the 
situation in Guatemala today (Guatemalan News and Information Bureau, 
tourism boycott training materials, n.d. approximately 1979-80:1). 

The strategies developed fell into two groups: those “for reaching the 

well-heeled, etc.” and those “for reaching the backpackers, sympathetic, etc.” 

(GNIB 1979-80:2).  While the distinctions and separation being made here say 

volumes about the politics and identity of tourism boycott organizers (in terms of 

class, ideology and tastes), it is by the organizers’ own admission a constructed 
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and even contrived one: “This dichotomy is only useful in clarifying different 

strategies.  We realize that in many cases the groups overlap and some approaches 

will be valuable in reaching all kinds of potential tourists” (GNIB training 

materials: 1).  These were their guidelines: 
 
Figure 3.2 Strategies (GNIB training materials) 
 
Strategies (for reaching the well-heeled etc.) 
**1.  send a letter to all  tourist agencies in the area (and there will be bastante), 

informing them of the boycott of tourism and the dangers of traveling to 
Guatemala.  These letters seem to get passed around among agents all 
around the country. 
a. send additional information (e.g., the tourism boycott brochure, the 

New York Solidarity Committee’s brochure “This Too Is Guatemala”, 
copies of recent articles on the Guatemalan situation like our 
newsletter, our anti-travel poster) to any agency which responds to our 
letter (or any agency or group which learns of the boycott 
independently). 

**2. follow up this letter with phone calls to selected agencies (e.g., those who 
for one reason or another might be sympathetic and those who obviously 
specialize in travel to Central and South America).  If such agencies prove 
sympathetic, send them information like that described in 1.a. above. 

3. Contact personally and/or send information to any other kind of group 
(e.g. textile studios) which arranges or sponsors tours to Guatemala or is 
having a convention there. 

4. Contact travel editors/columnists in the mainstream press (before and after 
they publish articles on travel to Guatemala).  We may see a surge of such 
articles as a result of the government’s 1.5 million dollar campaign to 
counteract the boycott. 

**5. Write to “question and answer” travel columns in the mainstream press (or 
to any “letter to the editor” column appropriate) 

6. Try to get on local TV/radio with a public service announcement.  Check 
stations for their policies and their time and word limit.  They’re all 
different. 

**7. Leaflet flights departing for Guatemala with packet mentioned in 1.a. 
(minus poster) 
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Strategies (for reaching the backpackers, sympathetic, etc.) 
**1. distribute and/or post boycott flyers at events, conferences, marches, etc.  

We’re enclosing one of our next newsletter and asking each subscriber to 
hand it up wherever he or she can (at work, community centers, etc.) 

**2. take full advantage of whatever alternative press/media source is available.  
Write letters to editors, articles, send them information, etc. 

**3. post the anti-travel poster mentioned in 1.a. wherever and whenever you 
can provided it will be left up.  Sell it to raise funds for further work. 

 
**indicates that a sample is available (GNIB training materials, n.d. 
approximately 1981). 
 
Illustration 3.1 Fiberworks presents Textile Study Tour to Guatemala (1980)   

 
Companies running textile tours of this kind were commonly contacted by boycott 
supporters. 
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Within their guide to effective strategies, organizers employed established 

grassroots organizing strategies such as the fostering and the formation of support, 

communication and information networks through existing local civic 

organizations and the lobbying of Guatemalan consulates in the U.S. and of U.S. 

government agencies.  They also acknowledge the growing importance of 

empirical proof, formal organization and funding for continued activism through 

their efforts to provide support in the form of information and documentation, 

assistance in the creation of U.S.-based institutions and by acting as an 

institutional mechanism for the collection and transference of international funds 

for the support of continued solidarity work.  They drew on the legitimacy and 

recognition of large and widely recognized human rights organizations, such as 

Amnesty International (AI), which published reports on human rights violations 

in Guatemala (1976, 1981, 1982a, 1982b, 1982c) and sponsored public 

information campaigns including brochures and news bulletins, providing local 

committees and news agencies with the official (and costly) documentation 

necessary to back their claims.  These they packaged into training materials, such 

as those quoted above, and consolidated them even further in the form of more 

glossy, print promotions, such as the training guide/advocacy poster below. 
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Illustration 3.2 Guatemala Land of Eternal Repression (GNIB Poster) 

 
Text reads “Here, these eyes reflect the agony of losing a compañero, of 
migrating to the lowlands, of dying in silence, poisoned by injustice.  Here, too, is 
where the resistance is born.  Support the International Boycott of Tourism to 
Guatemala.” Source: Guatemalan News and Information Bureau, n.d. approximately 1980. 
 

 141



Figure 3.3 Why Tourism? (GNIB Poster) 

 
Source: Guatemalan News and Information Bureau, n.d. approximately 1980. 

Crossing the divide: moderation and persuasion in creating solidarity and 
consolidating advocacy 

While boycott organizers did seek to place responsibility upon consumers, 

what is interesting is that they did not, either directly or indirectly, blame tourists 
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or travel agencies and their personnel for the oppression taking place (i.e., 

accusing them of being complicitous in the violence).  Rather, they sought to 

adopt the stance and tone of educating intermediaries and end consumers about 

what was taking place in the country (a more politicized version of what tourism 

brochures also intended to do), inviting them to join the international solidarity 

network which supported the country and its people, and in that way to get to 

know it and to help them.  Although not always, the response to this more 

“cooperative” tone was often positive, as is seen from the following exchange. 
 

Figure 3.4 Stuart Zitin Letter to Co-op News (June 3, 1980) 
 
       June 3, 1980 

Editor:  
After reading the Co-op News (May 26) about the plight of the 

Guatemalan people and the tourist boycott of Guatemala, I was surprised to see a 
large ad for a Co-op Travel tour to that country in the next issue.  Government 
repression has reached unprecedented levels in Guatemala today.  Amnesty 
International estimates an average of 14 daily are found dead, often brutally 
tortured. 

As the U.S. legislature considers $8 million of “technical and economic 
assistance” and $500,000 in military aid to Guatemala, it is critical that we 
restrain our government from direct or indirect intervention in Central America.  
The struggle there is not between right and left forces, with the government in the 
middle.  Rather, the dictatorship, protecting the interests of both its own ruling 
elite and multinational concerns, is systemically trying to eliminate the majority, 
popular, democratic opposition. 

In addition to the well-publicized massacre January 31 of 38 peasants who 
had peacefully occupied the Spanish embassy to air grievances, this repression 
includes many attacks on peasants and students, and union-busting in many 
factories and in the Coca Cola bottling plant, whose last 5 union leaders have 
either been killed or driven into exile. 

As international condemnation of this military regime grows, large 
amounts of capital have begun to leave Guatemala.  The tourist boycott, 
sponsored by the International Union of Food and Allied Workers, has decreased 
tourism by 25%, dropping it from second to fourth place in foreign exchange.  We 
must all honor the boycott, continuing the diplomatic and economic isolation.  I 
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hope Co-op Travel will cancel its present and future tours, encouraging clients to 
travel elsewhere. 

People desiring more information can contact: Guatemala News and 
Information Bureau, P.O. Box 4126, Berkeley, CA., 94704 or call 835-0810.  
Thank you. 

      Signed, 
      Stuart Zitin 
 
A week later Co-op News responded with a hand-written note. 
 

Figure 3.5 Editor’s Response to Zitin Letter 
 

Dear Mr. Zitin, 
Co-op Travel has cancelled its ad with us and has informed us that they have 
stopped active promotion of Guatemalan trips.  Watch for your letter in the News.  
Thanks for letting us know about the boycott situation. 
Cooperatively, 
Bob Schildger, Editor 

After all, as the training materials explained, even “sympathetic” 

individuals needed to be persuaded to comply.  “Our experience has been that the 

potentially sympathetic group often needs to be convinced of the following: 
 

Figure 3.6 Sympathetic individuals (GNIB training materials) 
 
1. That while the money they spend in non-touristy spots/buying crafts from 

poor, indigenous people etc. might be of some short-term economic 
benefit to a few individuals, the boycott has the widespread support of 
major sectors of the Guatemalan population who are struggling to 
institute a new political, economic, and social system which will mean 
long-term and lasting improvements for all the Guatemalans who are 
suffering the most under the present regime. 

2. That while in many cases whether an individual travels or doesn’t travel 
to a particular country has no bearing on politics there and has no 
implications regarding his or her support for a particular government, in 
this case when an organized international boycott of tourism is in effect, 
whether an individual travels to Guatemala or not has a very different 
meaning.  In this instance travel does lend financial support and 
legitimacy to the regime and does imply support of it.  Point out that no 
matter how little they spend, they will be exchanging dollars for quetzales 
which strengthens Guatemala’s position vis-a-vis its foreign exchange 
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holdings and makes dollars easier for the upper class to procure (and then 
export to private foreign accounts).  Also any traveler, rich or poor, will 
end up being counted in the tourist statistics. 

3. That though some are pessimistic about the value of consumer boycotts, 
perhaps due to involvement in unsuccessful ones in the past, the tourism 
boycott is working.  Point out that tourism has dropped from second to 
fourth place as a source of foreign exchange for Guatemala since the 
boycott was initiated” (GNIB 1979-80:2). 
 

The IUF’s call to boycott tourism to Guatemala had a catalytic effect in 

expanding, consolidating and mobilizing the Guatemala international solidarity 

movement.  It expanded the network by leveraging its bargaining power as an 

international union, inviting member countries to join them in dissuading 

potential tourists from entering the country.  Both in agreement and to avoid labor 

conflict many European travel agencies joined them.  Non-industry linked 

Guatemala solidarity committees in the U.S. and Europe were soon to follow, 

distributing posters, public advertisements, and bumper stickers with 

headings/slogans such as “Protect Human Rights, Don’t Visit Guatemala.”92   

By 1980, news coverage of the political situation had increased in the 

U.S.: The New York Times Magazine (“Guatemala: State of Siege”)93, Time 

(“Central America, Land of the Smoking Gun”), and Miami Herald’s Tropic 

(“The Death Squads of Guatemala”).  In Mexico and Europe, news agencies 

covered not only the violence, but the impact the tourism boycott was having in 

pressuring the Guatemalan military government to cease its repressive actions: El 

                                                 
92 Noticias de Guatemala, February 9th 1981:18. 
93 Among the most influential of these was Alan Riding’s “Guatemala: State of Siege”, The New 
York Times Magazine August 24, 1980:16-67.  See also Riding’s subsequent piece in 1983, “The 
Central American Quagmire,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 61, No. 3, pp.640-659. 
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Día (Mexico); Onze Wereld and Trouw (Holland), Le Peuple (Belgium), Le 

Monde (France).94  

Todos los artículos, al hablar de la situación política en Guatemala, 
destacan el aspecto “espectacular” de la violencia y los riegos (sic) que, 
para el propio turista, entrana al (sic) visitar nuestro país.  Otros artículos 
hacen referencia a la publicidad turística hecha por el Insituto 
Guatemalteco de Turismo – INGUAT- en los paises – que aportan el 
mayor número de turistas, diciendo que la realidad guatemalateca es 
distinta a la imagen tal como aparece en los folletos turisticos.  Así, 
leemos: “los turistas no ven el terrorismo político” (New York Times 
Magazine), “Los indígenas reciben muy poco de lo que gastan los millares 
de turistas que visitan sus pueblos” (Trown-Hollanda) (Noticias de 
Guatemala, February 9, 1981:18).95  

However, the message projected by the press, even within a given publication, 

was not always consistent.  In the case of Time for instance, the same year that it 

published “Central America, Land of the Smoking Gun” it published an illustrated 

insert produced by Guatemalan interests active within the tourism industry, which 

sought to counter the increasingly popular images of their country as a 

battleground. 

Even when word did begin to spread that the army has occupied villages 
once considered requisite stops on the gringo trail, the Guatemalan 

                                                 
94 New York Times Magazine, August 24, 1980 “Guatemala: State of Siege”; Time, August 18, 
1980 “Central America, Land of the Smoking Gun”; Miami Herald’s magazine Tropic, November 
9, 1980 “The Death Squads of Guatemala”; El Día, Mexico, October 3, 1981; Onze Wereld, 
Holland, April 1980 “Guatemala: Terror y Boicot”; Trouw, Holland, April 1980 “A través del 
tourismo se puede cortar la violencia”; Le Peuple, Belgium daily, June 10, 1980 “En Guatemala, 
la violencia política llega a niveles sin precedentes.”  Le Monde also ran numerous articles about 
the level of violence taking place in Guatemala during this period. 
95 “All of the articles, in reference to the political situation in Guatemala, highlight the 
“spectacular” degree of violence and danger that, even for the tourists, that enters to visit our 
country.  Other articles make reference to the tourism promotions disseminated by the Guatemala 
Institute of Tourism –INGUAT- in the countries – from which the largest numbers of tourists 
originate, stating that the Guatemala’s reality is different than the images that appear in tourism 
brochures.  In these articles, we reed that “tourists do not see political terrorism” (New York Times 
Magazine), “Indigenous people receive very little of what is spent by the millions of tourists who 
visit their towns” (Trown-Holland).” 
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government and local business groups rallied to produce an eight-page 
illustrated advertising supplement in Time magazine’s October 20, 1980 
edition: “Guatemala: There’s Strength under its Majestic Beauty”: “There 
is native joy in everything from the marimba music that greets the guest at 
the airport to the bargain struck in a village marketplace.  Bienvenidos.  In 
Guatemala, the word is loaded with the power to please” (Simon 1987:55). 

By that point, however, such inserts -interjections in the dominant 

narrative of Guatemala- did little to sway international audiences.  As reports of 

the repression under General Romeo Lucas Garcia (1978-1982) and support for 

the boycott increased, the number of tourists traveling to Guatemala plummeted.  

In 1980, the number entering the country dropped to 449,707, below 1975 levels.  

By 1981, hotel occupancy rates had fallen to 43%, a significant drop from the 

70% maintained for the same period in 1979-80, and the 80% it averaged in 1970 

(Inforpress Centroamericana June 11, 1981:5; New York Times, May 3, 1981).  

The industry continued to suffer through 1981, during which tourism decreased 

by as much as 55%.  Unable to continue paying maintenance costs without 

income, many related businesses fell into debt, laid off workers or closed their 

doors –some temporarily, other permanently- while others feared a similar fate in 

the not-to-distant future (Inforpress Centroamericana June 11, 1981:5; Noticias 

de Guatemala February 9, 1981:16). 

The boycott together with the onslaught of negative international news 

coverage had helped to change the very meaning behind the act of travelling to 

Guatemala.  Indeed it had changed the behaviors and ideas of consumers, as 

originally intended, down to the meaning individual tourists and travelers held for 

the act and the way they conceptualized themselves as an individual and member 

of a group in an increasingly global world.  As the war and the boycott ground on, 
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the highly valued, even ritualistic experience of getting away/going to Guatemala 

-which had become particularly prized during the late 1960s and throughout the 

1970s among those of the North American and European counter-culture and left- 

gradually came to be condemned.  It was condemned, regardless of how 

individuals (self-identified as tourists or travelers, “well-heeled” or “backpacker, 

sympathetic” types) classified themselves and their activities (either as travel or 

tourism).  Through this process of resignification, the action of going to 

Guatemala for those not involved directly in what was considered political and 

politicized work went from being what was during the late 1970s and early 1980s 

often considered a demonstration of anti-establishment/countercultural sentiment 

and political interest (or at the very least, of intellectual curiosity) to being viewed 

as a sign and display of political negligence.  While this condemnation only 

further solidified the activity’s status as transgressive, the socio-political meaning 

assigned to that transgression and those who performed it was transformed, 

further polarizing the meanings attributed to non-nationals who chose to go to and 

be in the country at the time, and provoking individuals throughout the U.S. to 

pick up their pen and urge others to join them in “not going to Guatemala.”   
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Figure 3.7 Letter to the editor of Plexus  
 
Dear Plexus  

The people of Guatemala need our support.  They are ruled by an 
extremely repressive military government, which stays in power through 
assassinating at least 300 people each month.   

The International Union of Food and Allied Workers’ Associations 
(IUF) have called for a worldwide boycott of tourism to Guatemala, in 
order to bring world pressure on the Lucas government for its role in the 
assassinations and violations of human and trade union rights. 

Tourism is the 2nd largest industry in Guatemala, behind coffee.  
The projected estimate of revenue from tourism in 1980 is 130 million 
dollars.  Those of us who travel on trains and buses, with packs on our 
backs, don’t like to think of ourselves as tourists.  But in the eyes of 
Guatemala, we are non-Guatemalan visitors to that country, and as such, 
our numbers, and our dollars, lend support and credibility to that 
repressive, military government. 

Please support the people’s struggle in Guatemala by helping to 
boycott tourism.  You can do this by telling your friends and 
acquaintances who may be planning to travel there about the boycott, and 
informing your local travel agents about it. 

Thank you,  
Tita 
Berkeley  
 

Source: Plexus (a Bay Area women’s newspaper) May issue, 1980. 
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Figure 3.8 To our readers: Tourists Avoid Guatemala  

 
Source: ¡Guatemala! Jan/Feb. 1982. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Selling Beauty and Pleasure in the Land of Eternal Tyranny: 
Conflict and Transition Era Governmental Responses to 

International Intervention 

GOVERNMENTAL RESPONSES DURING THE MILITARY DICTATORSHIPS 

To counter the International Union of Food and Allied Workers’ tourism 

boycott, subsequent U.S. State Department travel advisories, bad press, and 

ongoing international advocacy, numerous members of the Guatemalan 

government and national tourism industry (public and private) responded and in 

some cases retaliated through diplomatic, public relations and information 

channels against what they rightly viewed as international interventions.   

Missing the target: fighting on unfamiliar terrain with inappropriate tactics  

Initially there was some confusion surrounding the boycott among high 

level government officials who, uncertain of where the power behind the boycott 

lay, attempted to attack the more visible organizations within the network of 

entities involved (i.e., Amnesty International).  In one of its circulars related to its 

work on Guatemalan tourism, the IUF explained how Guatemalan officials 

attempted to strike at the leaders of the organized action, using aggressive face-to-

face confrontation and threats of legal action to intimidate the opposition into 

silence.  However, faulty information and a lack of understanding of how the 

decentralized solidarity network functioned radically diminished the potential 

power of such tactics.  Mistakes and misdirected responses reduced some of the 
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Guatemalan government’s initial responses to the boycott to what appeared to the 

international community as a series of haphazard complaints by frustrated and 

confused officials, rather than the formidable and intimidating official response 

the Guatemalan government had hoped to project. 

Mr. Alvaro Arzú, director of Inguat96, traveled to Europe in January to 
counteract publicity about the tourist boycott.  On January 28, he visited 
Amnesty International at their headquarters in London (he had previously 
threatened AI with legal action).  AI denied responsibility for the boycott 
and told Arzú to contact the IUF.  Arzú has not contacted us.  However, he 
reportedly went to Germany to contact the tourist office there.  It is likely 
that he has also visited other European countries (IUF circular 1980:2).97

For many supporters of the boycott familiar with the tactics used by 

Guatemalan officials to silence opposition within their own country, the image of 

angry Guatemalan officials of the Lucas García administration flying from one 

European country to another in search of an opposition organization leader they 

could confront and intimidate, but unable to find one, was most gratifying.  

However, the immediate, highly public, obviously angry, and disorganized way 
                                                 
96 Before entering into politics as the founder of the neoliberal Partido de Avanzada Nacional 
(PAN), Alvaro Arzú Irigoyen worked as a private businessman in the tourism, commercial and 
industrial sector.  He was the director of INGUAT from 1978-1981.  During the presidential 
administration of Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo, Arzú was the mayor of Guatemala City.  He ran for the 
presidency in the 1990 elections, which he did not win, and went on to become the minister of 
Relaciones Exteriores from January to September of 1991.  He ran for the presidency again in the 
mid 1990s, an election he won by narrow margin, becoming President of the Republic from 1996-
2000.  A more detailed discussion of Arzú’s career and political philosophy will be dealt with in 
the main text of this chapter. 
97 “The Guatemala Tourist Institute (INGUAT) director Alvaro Arzú Irigoyen, traveled to London 
and threatened to sue Amnesty International on the grounds that its charges were causing a drop in 
tourism.  Arzú, however, did not need AI denunciations to ruin the tourist industry.  AI’s own 
estimates of political rights violations had been buttressed in 1979 from unexpected quarters- the 
National Police- who announced that between January and June 1979, ‘1,224 criminals’ had been 
killed by the Escuadrón de la Muerte (Death Squad) and that ‘3,252 subversives’ had been 
murdered by the Ejército Secreto Anticomunista (ESA, or Secret Anti-Communist Army) during 
the first ten months of 1979.  According to the Christian Democrat party, 238 of its leaders were 
assassinated between 1980 and 1981.  ‘In 1980, to be a Christian Democrat was to have your 
cemetery plot picked out,’ remarked Congressman Edgar López Straub” (Simon 1987: 72-73). 
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the government reacted, did not amuse more conservative international groups.  

Rather it raised questions about Arzú’s and the Lucas Garcia administration’s 

abilities to appropriately and effectively handle international opposition.  The IUF 

noted in its circular that a U.S. business publication reported that “many tourist 

operators were critical of Arzú’s handling of the boycott announcement and think 

he overreacted by giving such importance to a news item which otherwise might 

have gone largely unnoticed” (ibid.).  It was clear that in the future INGUAT 

would have to be more careful and show more restraint. 

Forming a defensive counter-campaign strategy 

Public face-to-face confrontations of this kind, between high level 

representatives of the opposing groups, actions that for the reasons mentioned 

were seen as being generally weak and having little notable impact, were part of a 

broader counter-campaign.  This broader counter-campaign was comprised of 

newspaper articles, editorials, telexes, written letters, and published bulletins.  

These documents were aimed at defending the industry and the country and 

attempting to discredit human rights organizations.  Although there was an 

attempt to make these responses seem more broad-based and grassroots 

(spontaneously emerging from representatives of the numerous campaign-affected 

sectors), the central organizing and facilitating function of INGUAT in the 

counter-campaign quickly became apparent.  

As of mid-December, extensive coverage of the boycott was given in the 
Guatemalan press, mostly along the lines that it was part of an 
“international conspiracy against Guatemala”, that the workers employed 
in the tourist industry would be the first to suffer, and that therefore, the 
boycott campaign was an “attack on human rights.”  In late December and 
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early January the IUF secretary received about a dozen telexes in quick 
succession, from various professional organizations of employers or self-
employed artisans connected with the tourist industry, protesting against 
the boycott decision along the same lines and largely in the same 
language.  The text of these cables later appeared in full-page 
advertisements in the Guatemalan press, published under the auspices of 
the government’s tourist institute INGUAT, under the title  “The workers’ 
answer to the tourist boycott of Guatemala” (IUF circular 1980:1). 

Indeed, numerous articles countering the boycott did appear in the 

Guatemalan press at that time, in El Gráfico, Imparcial, and Impacto.  They 

ranged from calm dismissals of the boycott as irrelevant and having little or no 

impact -“Tourismo aumentó en enero: Director del INGUAT, Alvaro Arzú, se 

refiere al momento actual de la industria turística en el país” (El Gráfico, Feb. 

15th 1980) - to strong denunciations of international human rights organizations’ 

interventionism: “El Boicot Turístico: Somos Presas de Amnistía Internacional” 

(Imparcial Dec. 14, 1979).  Others focused on the impact the boycott would have 

on workers “Protestan por boicot turístico al país: Diversas entitades se dirigen a 

la institución suiza que promueve tal acción contra Guatemala” (El Gráfico n.d., 

1979) and “Turismo: Boicot Contra Guatemala Afectaría a 50,000 

Guatemaltecos” (Impacto Dec. 16, 1979).   

The underlying narrative of many of the government’s responses was that 

the human rights organizations involved in the boycott were in their own ways 

neo-colonialist and imperialist and, far from defending human rights: they were 

perpetrating human rights violations.  Newspaper articles, editorials, and paid 

advertisements from workers and worker organizations decried the foreign 

interventionism of the boycott supporters.  They accused boycott organizers of 

engineering an attack not on the Guatemalan government, but on Guatemalan 
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workers; an attack that deprived them of some of their most basic human rights, 

such as the right to work and the ability to earn a living under what were already 

terrible economic circumstances.  Moreover, it was a move against what was, in 

the words of one article, one of the most socially and economically equitable 

sectors in the economy, tourism. 

No sería el gobierno ni los políticos los afectados si diera resultado un 
boicot turístico contra Guatemala, sino 50,000 trabajadores guatemaltecos 
que se considera trabajan para la industria turística y otros 150,000 que lo 
hacen en forma indirecta.  Lo señaló así la Cámara de Turismo de 
Guatemala, ante las informaciones conocidas sobre que una Unión 
Internacional de Sindicatos de Trabajadores de Alimentación y Afines 
dispuso en Ginebra, Suiza, biocotear los viajes hacia Guatemala.  Dijo la 
Cámara que la industria turística es posiblemente la que mejor redistribuye 
sus ingresos y por tal razón los guatemaltecos que trabajan para la misma 
en hoteles, restaurantes, líneas aéreas, agencias de viajes, artesanías, y 
como guías de turismo, entre otras actividades, serían los perjudicados si 
esa campaña lograra sus objectivos (Impacto Dec. 16th 1979).98

Guatemalan trade unions were quick to respond to these highly public 

defenses of workers in the industry, with a bit of recent labor history:  

On January 30, the Democratic Front Against Repression, a broad 
coalition of the Guatemalan opposition including some 150 organizations 
among which are the principal trade union coordinating body CNUS 
(which, in turn, also includes the CNT), the Democratic Socialist Party 
and the United Revolutionary Front (FUR) (which are the two parties 
recognized by the Socialist International), issued a statement supporting 
the IUF tourist boycott.  The statement affirms that the boycott is likely to 
adversely affect a limited group of Guatemalan businessmen and foreign 
investors, and not the workers, as is “demagogically claimed by 

                                                 
98 “It will not be the government or politicians who will be the affected by the results of the tourist 
boycott of Guatemala, but 50,000 Guatemalan workers who work for the tourism industry and 
another 150,000 that are involved indirectly.  The Chamber of Tourism of Guatemala has 
announced that the International Union of Food and Allied Workers will boycott travel to 
Guatemala.  The Chamber said that the tourism industry is possibly, among all the industries, the 
best in terms of redistributing income and for that reason the Guatemalans who work for hotels, 
restaurants, airlines, travel agencies, in artisanry and as tour guides, among other activities, would 
be the ones to suffer should this campaign achieve its objectives.” 
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employer’s associations and the government.”  Income from tourism has 
not benefited the popular sectors, the statement continued: on the contrary, 
hotel and restaurant workers have been repressed whenever they have 
asked for an increase of their wages (which now amount to between 
US$1.69 and US$3 per day).  Not a single union attempting to organize 
workers in the tourist industry has ever been recognized by the 
government (i.e., given the legal recognition by the ministry of Labour, 
enabling it to negotiate); on the contrary attempts to organize unions were 
smashed by imprisoning and dismissing the organizers, such as was the 
case at the Hotel Camino Real, the Motel Plaza or the Conquistador 
Sheraton.  The statement concludes: “The Democratic Front Against 
Repression, which thoroughly knows the problems the workers are facing, 
categorically rejects the government’s and employer’s arguments 
according to which the boycott will hurt the workers and affirms its 
determined support of the means of pressure adopted” (IUF Circular 
1980:2). 

In addition to responding publicly through the Guatemalan press and 

meetings with international non-governmental organization leadership, 

Guatemalan governmental representatives began to respond to the letter-writing 

campaigns launched as part of the boycott.  An interesting example of such an 

exchange is found in the following letters between representatives of the Central 

America Working Group (CAWG) of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and the 

Guatemalan Embassy in Washington, D.C.  
 

Figure 4.1 Portia Jones Letter from Central America Working Group 
(January 24, 1980) 

 
CENTRAL AMERICA WORKING GROUP 

4903 Morris Street, Philadelphia, Penna. 19144 
 

24 January, 1980 
Dear xx, 
 

I am writing on behalf of the Central America Working Group, 
formed last year by a number of Philadelphians concerned about economic 
injustice and government sponsored repression in Guatemala and other 
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Central American countries.  We attempt to educate ourselves and others 
about Central America, and to undertake programs, such as public forums, 
fundraising for humanitarian assistance to victims of violence, and 
lobbying on questions of U.S. policy toward the region.   

Although the Guatemalan economy by some measures is doing 
very well, and prospects are good, current government development plans 
hold little hope for improving the lot of the poor majority.  Social 
programs are being cut, and dissent by workers, peasants, and students is 
brutally repressed.  According to Amnesty International, 2,000 people 
have been killed in Guatemala for political reasons in the last 18 months 
(see enclosed article). 

The third largest source of foreign exchange for Guatemala is 
tourism, which is why I write to you.  We would like U.S. citizens to show 
their disapproval of the Guatemalan situation by choosing to go elsewhere 
for their vacations.  We are asking your help in informing prospective 
travelers about the situation there and in advising them of alternatives for 
their travel plans.   

We will have materials available on Guatemalan tourism and on 
the human rights situation.  We would like to share these with you.  
Someone from the Central America Working Group will be calling to 
make an appointment to speak with you on these issues. 

Thank you for your attention.   
Sincerely,  
Portia Jones 
Guatemala Sub-
committee 
CAWG 

Cc: Lic. Alvaro Arzu (sic) 
Director of INGUAT 
Guatemalan Embassy 
Washington, D.C. 
 

Within a week, the Central America Working Group received the 

following response. 
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Figure 4.2 Maria de Landis/Embassy of Guatemala’s Response to Jones 
Letter (January 31, 1980) 

 
Embassy of Guatemala 

Washington, D.C. 
January 31, 1980 

Ms. Portia Jones  
Central America Working Group 
4903 Morris Street 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 199144 
 
Dear Ms. Jones:  
 
Copies of your recent letters to several agencies in Philadelphia have been 
referred to me.  Since they are highly defamatory in nature, I would 
suggest that you obtain legal counsel before proceeding further with your 
campaign against tourism in Guatemala.   
 
In order to evaluate the scope and thrust of what you are attempting to do, 
several questions must be answered: What is the “Central America 
Working Group”?  Specifically, is it a non-profit “educational” or other 
corporate entity?  Under the laws of what state is it organized?  Are you 
authorized, either under city or state law, to solicit funds from the public?  
Do you have IRS tax exemption status?  Who are your officers and 
directors?  What is your present source of funding?  What are your 
unstated objectives?  Have you or any other member of your “Group” ever 
visited Guatemala?  And, apart from uncorroborated newspaper clippings, 
already disclaimed by responsible government officials in Guatemala, 
what “Materials” do you have bearing on the “human rights situation” in 
Guatemala? 
 
Without answers to these questions, I am compelled to assume that you 
are an organization operating in violation of the laws of the United States 
and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. 
 
During my years in my present position, I am aware of no case in which a 
tourist was killed, injured, robbed, or criminally assaulted while in 
Guatemala.  It is a record of which I am proud, and a record known to 
most travel agents. 
 
As you may be aware, the U.S. Department of Justice recently filed a suit 
against the City of Philadelphia alleging deprivation of minority rights in 
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the administration of criminal justice in that city.  If your concern for 
“human rights” must find expression somewhere, would it not be best to 
start at home?   
 
Sincerely, 
 
Maria de Landis 
Tourist Delegate 
 
ML: ea 
Cc: Department of State 
Attorney General, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 
Director of Inguat 
 

While the official purpose of the Guatemalan government’s response was to deny 

the allegation99 that tourists, particularly American tourists, were unsafe, the 

unofficial purpose of the letter was quite different.  It attempted to establish the 

Guatemalan State’s power vis à vis this new non-governmental opposition form, 

and in doing so began to extend the far reaching tentacles of the Guatemalan 

state’s surveillance to reach across national boundaries.  Challenging the legality, 

legitimacy and underlying political agenda of the organization and individuals 

involved, the de Landis’ letter sought to collect information on the organizations 

and its members, and those with whom they had worked in Guatemala.  Although 

still controlled, with a touch of almost humorous biting social commentary and 

irony at the end regarding U.S. activists and the problems in the U.S.’s own social 

system, the level of threat and intimidation implied, and textual interrogation and 

summary judgement served in the Guatemalan Embassy’s response are 

unmistakable.  The tone and content were not lost on those who were familiar 

                                                 
99 Be it from what were derogatorily labeled “leftists” nongovernmental organization or more 
“conservative” governmental sources. 
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with similar official messages (e.g., warnings) being delivered to labor, human 

rights, and non-governmental organizations in Guatemala at the time.  

Although President Jimmy Carter had halted U.S. aid to Guatemala in 

1977 due to the level of human rights violations taking place, throughout the 

1980s, the U.S. State Department’s explanations for the violence continued to be 

limited to the Cold War diametric oppositions of armed struggle between the 

Anti-Communist right and Communist-led “terroristic” activities of the left.  

Rather than decreasing over time, the East/West Cold War narrative within 

official U.S. explanations and responses intensified dramatically following 

Ronald Reagan’s victory in the 1980 U.S. presidential elections.  As referred to in 

various boycott materials already presented, by the beginning of 1981 the U.S. 

government had moved to reestablish relations with the Guatemala administration 

and the U.S. legislature began considering resuming U.S. funding for both 

nonmilitary and military aid.  This warming of relations was cooled however 

when in 1981 the U.S. State Department reluctantly began to issue travel 

advisories, the degree of which increased and decreased over the next four years.  

Following telex rcvd Aug. 6 from Dept of State Quote ATA Wash DC:  
Att Dir of Facilitation, Jas R. Gorson.  The Department of State Advises 
Citizens to exercise extreme caution if they travel in Guatemala.  The 
Republic of Guatemala is currently facing an attack from well organized 
communist insurgents.  One American citizen has been kidnapped there, 
and two murdered.  Although non (sic) of these victims was a tourist, the 
possibility of American citizens being caught in the crossfire between 
guerillas and government forces, or hurt in a terrorist incident, is 
increasing.  The tourists center of Chichicastenango was recently occupied 
by guerrilla forces: terriost (sic) bombs have been set off near a hotel at 
Lake Atitlan and in the City of Antigua.  Department of State unquote.  
(James R. Gorson, Director of Facilitation, Air Transport Association of 
America, Received August 6, 1981). 
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The U.S. State Department travel advisory “to exercise extreme caution” 

would not be downgraded to “caution” until September of 1982 (Miami Herald, 

Sept 9, 1982), when it was adjusted as a good-will gesture from the Reagan 

administration to the new Ríos Montt government.100   

The State Department has quietly modified its warnings to Americans 
traveling in Guatemala, suggesting that the Central American nation is 
now safer for visitors.  The modification of the travel advisory was 
announced last week by the State Department in a note to President Efrain 
Ríos Montt.  Guatemalan diplomats here alerted journalists to the change 
this week.  “The level of violence in Guatemala City and certain other 
areas has been reduced substantially since the change in government”, the 
revised advisory said in reference to the March 23 military coup that 
brought Ríos Montt to power.  A warning in the old advisory, imposed a 
year ago, to exercise “extreme caution” was downgraded to “caution.”  
But the new advisory said travelers should still avoid night travel and 
should not visit areas west of the tourist city of Antigua, where leftist 
guerrillas are strongest (ibid.). 

Although the differences between the political positions of human rights 

groups and the U.S. State Department vis à vis Guatemala were clear, this did not 

stop the Guatemalan government from responding, immediately and defensively, 

to the U.S. government’s initial and more stringent 1981 advisory.  In their 

responses, Guatemalan government representatives no longer attempted to deny 

the country’s human rights record, but sought only to defend their record as 

having never lost an American tourist to the violence. 

                                                 
100 Chardy, Alfonso (Herald, Washington Bureau), “U.S. Softens Warnings on Travel in 
Guatemala”, Miami Herald, Sept. 9, 1982.  The downgrading of the advisory was decried by 
human rights groups.  “The downgrading of the Guatemalan advisory brought a sharp attack 
Wednesday by the Council on Hemispheric Affairs, a Washington-based liberal group.  The 
council charged the modification of the year-old Guatemalan travel advisory was a politically 
motivated move designed to bolster U.S. requests for aid to Rios Montt’s government.  ‘This is 
clearly a political act…’ council president Larry Birns said” (Miami Herald, Sept. 9, 1982). 
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On August 6, 1981 the U.S. State Department, usually eager to promote a 
positive image of Guatemala, issued a travel advisory recommending that 
U.S. citizens refrain from traveling to Guatemala except for “essential 
visits”, and even then, to avoid virtually every tourist spot outside 
Guatemala City.  The State Department blamed "leftist terrorist” violence 
for these reluctant measures.  The Guatemalan government, incensed, 
produced its own response, stating that “the government of Guatemala is 
taking all necessary precautions to preserve its unblemished record of 
providing security for American tourists” (Simon 1987:73).101

Indeed, the qualification of American was necessary at the time, as news 

of the killing of a Japanese and a French tourist near Nebaj and subsequent 

tourism-related problems had been in the Guatemalan and international press 

headlines for some time: “Podrían recomendar no más visitas a Guatemala: En el 

extranjero causa indignación el asesinato de turistas en Nebaj” (Prensa Libre, 

Oct. 31, 1979) and “El turismo podría verse afectado…” (Menéndez V., Vox 

Populi, n.d., 1979). 

When confronted with the statistics regarding urban and rural violence, it 

was common for government and tourism sector representatives to concede that 

the level of current difficulties Guatemala was experiencing were high, but argue 

that they were far from being alone in their plight.  Responding to increasing 

homicide rates, Guatemalan government representatives would commonly point 

out that Guatemala had socio-political problems no worse than Ireland, Italy or 

the Middle East.  In a February 1980 interview, in response to inquiries about the 

burning of the Spanish Embassy on January 31st and the rising level of daily 

violence, Alvaro Arzú repeatedly stressed that “la violencia no es obstáculo para 

que se mantenga o aumento el turismo hacia Guatemala, pues turismo está 

                                                 
101 Simon cites The New York Times, October 4, 1981. 
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consciente de que los hechos de violencia se están dando en todas partes del 

mundo” (El Gráfico, Feb. 15, 1980).   

El senor Arzú señaló, en apoyo a sus palabras, que en Roma, Italia, por 
ejemplo, han ocurrido hechos de violencia, lo mismo que en España, 
“donde está muy intensa.”  Ayer mismo…leíamos en los diarios la noticia 
de asesinatos de grandes personajes en Italia, en Roma, como jueces y 
estudiantes, ultimados en los proprios centros universitarios.  En la misma 
España, añadió, la secuela de violencia está muy intensa y hay problemas 
también en los países vascos, etc., por lo que nos hacemos la pergunta qué 
país está ahora al margen de la violencia? Ninguno (El Gráfico, Feb. 15, 
1980).102

Many Guatemalans unwilling to concede that anything beyond the norm 

of contemporary society was taking place in their country often drew comparisons 

between what was taking place in the highlands and urban areas to what took 

place on a daily basis in the United States.103   This strategy was adopted by the 

Assistant Director of INGUAT when in 1981 she “cushioned her advice to avoid 

the Quiché department, saying, “Well, you wouldn’t think of walking down 42nd 

Street in New York City, would you?  It’s the same thing here” (Simon 

1987:189). 

Assuming the position that widespread violence was commonplace within 

contemporary societies throughout the world, many respondents defending the 

                                                 
102 “Violence is not an obstacle for maintaining or increasing tourism to Guatemala, since those 
involved in tourism are aware that such acts of violence are occurring throughout the world…Mr. 
Arzú went on to state, in reference to his statement, that in Rome, Italy, for example, acts of 
violence have occurred, as there has in Spain, ‘where it is more intense.’  ‘Yesterday…we read in 
the newspapers of the assassination of important individuals in Italy, in Rome, such as judges and 
students, killed on their university campuses.  The same is occurring in Spain, he added, where the 
cycle of violence is more intense, and where there are problems in the Basque countries, etc., 
which brings us to the question, what country is outside the limits of/does not suffer from 
violence? None.’” 
103 “Conservative Guatemalans compare violence in their own country to violence in the United 
States to diminish the enormity of statistics, and their significance” (Simon 1987: 189). 
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industry against the boycott charged that they were being unfairly singled out for 

U.S. scrutiny, as was the U.S.’s historical tendency in dealing with its southern 

neighbors in the hemisphere.  The importance of Guatemala’s national 

sovereignty was invoked, as was the ECLA era Latin American critique of U.S.’s 

political and economic hegemonic tendencies and its resulting inability to support 

its neighbors when they were dealing with internal crises and factionalism.104  

Similar to the response given by de Landis in the Guatemalan Embassy’s response 

to the Central American Working Group’s letter, other counter-boycott 

communications recommended that foreign advocates focus on the plentiful social 

injustices of their own governments and social systems and leave Guatemalans to 

the job of caring for their own people.  While members of the international left 

paused in shock as they watched conservative Guatemalans appropriate many of 

their own anti- and post-colonial arguments, they did so only for a moment.  The 

blatant negations by tourism industry representatives of the human rights abuses 

being charged against their government quickly overshadowed what historical 

veracity representatives’ other claims legitimately held (e.g., charges of continued 

                                                 
104 ECLA stands for the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America.  “In the post-
World War II era, the economic historiography of Latin America developed even greater diversity 
of empirical and theoretical focus.  Structuralist ideas, promoted by the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Latin America (ECLA), inspired lively debates and stimulated new analytical and 
quantitative research, particularly on the impact of external economic relations on the Latin 
American economies.  In several countries, the first serious efforts to construct historical estimates 
of national income and output going back to 1900 were undertaken by ECLA staff or stimulated 
by ECLA’s examples.  ECLA-based economists produced many of the first analytical economic 
histories of several Latin American countries.  Varieties of ECLA-style structuralism, or 
‘dependency-school’ analysis, as it came to be called, became so influential that by 1977, Roberto 
Cortés Conde and Stanley Stein could sum it up by observing that ‘[w]hat was before 1930 viewed 
complacently and approvingly as the successful incorporation of Latin America in the expanding 
world economy is now considered at the root of Latin America’s shortcomings in recent decades- 
what has been described as the ‘development of underdevelopment’” (Coatsworth and Taylor 
1998:2). 
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U.S. interventionism in sovereign Latin American countries’ affairs).  Rather than 

diminishing support for the boycott, such denials infuriated many in the 

international community, resulting in even stronger and broader support for 

sanctions, and inspiring movements to begin boycotts of other key Guatemalan 

industries, such as coffee (Resumen de Noticias FDCR, Número 8, Sept. 13, 1980; 

Prensa Libre, April 4, 1980). 

INGUAT’s new more aggressive campaign: proposals, conferences, PR 
agencies, bargain prices and the easing of travel advisories 

As the income from tourism, that had during 1978-79 ranked as the 

country’s third largest industry in terms of foreign earnings, rapidly slowed to a 

trickle, industry agencies recognized that in order to survive they must find new 

strategies to not only “fight” and “defend” themselves against the boycott and 

“internal terrorist agitation”, but to proactively “target” and “capture” new 

markets that had not and/or could not be affected by it (Inforpress 

Centroamericana, June 11, 1981:6; ¡Guatemala! Nov/Dec. 1982b:2).   

Promocion Turistica Para 1981 Pretende Contrarrestar Terrorismo: La 
merma en los ingresos provenientes de la industria turística guatemalteca 
constituye ya un fenómeno irrefutable y ampliamente reconocido por la 
empresa privada y el gobierno guatemalteco.  El boicot que se realiza en el 
exterior en contra de las promociones turísticas de Guatemala y la 
existencia de una agitación terrorista en el interior de este país, son dos de 
los factores más determinantes que han desanimado a los viajeros y han 
repercutido negativamente en los programas impulsados por el Instituto 
Guatemalteco de Turismo –INGUAT-.  Desde octubre pasado, este 
organismo dio a conocer el reinicio de una campaña, más agresiva, para 
contrarrestar los efectos económicos en el turismo que ha producido la 
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convulsa situación política de Centroamérica desde hace quince meses. 
(Inforpress Centroamericana Dec. 30, 1980).105

This “new more aggressive INGUAT campaign” involved proposals for 

legislative reforms that would support tourism development, economic incentive 

programs to boost domestic tourism that would provide Guatemalan workers with 

vacation funds for those who wished to travel domestically, a “social tourism” 

campaign aimed at creating more high-end, educationally oriented excursions led 

by renowned scholars, and the contracting of public relations firms to improve the 

image of Guatemala abroad. 

De esa manera, se anunció el interés de que el Congreso de la República y 
la Cámara de Turismo apoyaran la emisión de una ley para fomentar el 
turismo dentro de Guatemala y se sugirió como una de las medidas, que 
los patronos concedieran créditos por dos meses de sueldo a los 
trabajadores con el propósito de que estos inviertan conociendo 
Guatemala.  A pesar de que no ha prosperado ningún trámite en torno a 
este posible proyecto de ley, el INGUAT desarrolla durante esta 
temporada de fin de año una campaña denominada “turismo social” 
mediante la cual se han organizado diversas excursiones con escolares 
destacados hacia zonas pintorescas, históricas y culturales.  Por otra parte, 
el director general de INGUAT, Lic. Alvaro Arzú Irigoyen, informó el 16 
de diciembre al sector privado de la industria turística, que la entidad que 
preside destinará para 1981 el 50% de su presupuesto, equivalente a Q.3 
millones, para fomentar una positiva imagen de Guatemala y atraer el 
turismo al país (Inforpress Centroamericana Dec. 30, 1980).106

                                                 
105 “Tourism promotions for 1981 attempt to counteract terrorism: The decrease in the income 
stemming from the Guatemalan tourism industry is an irrefutable and widely recognized 
phenomenon by both the Guatemalan private sector and the Guatemalan State.  The boycott that is 
taking place in the international markets against the Guatemalan tourism industry/promotions and 
the existence of terrorist agitation inside the country, are two of the greatest determining factors 
that are dissuading travelers and have had negative repercussions on the programs promoted by 
the Guatemala Tourist Commission – INGUAT-.  Since last October, INGUAT has announced 
that it is re-launching a more aggressive campaign to counteract the economic effects on tourism 
that the conflictive/convulsive political situation in Central America over the last fifteen months 
has produced.” 
106 “In was in this way, it was announced an interest that the Congress of the Republic and the 
Chamber of Tourism support the submission of a law to support/develop tourism within 
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A half a year later at the May 29-31, 1981 II Convención Nacional de 

Hoteleros (National Convention of Hotel Owners) in the department of 

Quetzaltenango, private and public agencies met to discuss the deepening crisis 

and the new INGUAT campaign proposals, and to mobilize themselves in support 

of the Tourist Commission and a sector-wide solution.107  Participants included 24 

of the country’s most prominent hotel owners and representatives of INGUAT, la 

Cámara de Turismo, el Instituto Técnico de Capacitación (INTECAP), la 

Corporación Financiera Nacional (CORFINA), and numerous other 

organizations associated with the tourism industry.  Citing political tensions, 

domestic terrorism and a regional sector-wide contraction as the causes, 

Convention participants resolved to make an organized appeal to the government 

for aid in promoting Guatemalan tourism abroad and in identifying and opening 

new markets (Inforpress Centroamericana June 11, 1981:5).   

En la II Convención de Hoteleros se acordó solicitar al gobierno central un 
mayor apoyo a las actividades de promoción turística que realiza el 
INGUAT en el exterior.  Asimismo, el Buró de Convenciones y Visitantes 
de Guatemala sugirió la aplicación de un plan para abrir nuevos mercados 
como sede de convenciones regionales e internacionales, explotando las 

                                                                                                                                     
Guatemala and suggested as one of the methods, that employers give a credit of two months worth 
of wages to workers with the goal that these be used to travel throughout and get to know 
Guatemala.  Although no significant progress has been made in terms of the possible proposal of a 
law, INGUAT has developed during this end of the year period a campaign entitled ‘social 
tourism’ through which it has organized diverse excursions with scholars, targeting picturesque, 
historical and cultural zones/locations.  In addition, on December 16th INGUAT Director Alvaro 
Arzú Irigoyen Esq. informed the private sector of the tourism industry, that the Institute is 
intending to allocate 50 percent of its overall budget (which is approximately 3 million quetzales) 
in 1981 to creating a positive image of Guatemala and attracting tourists to the country.” 
107 Participants discussed, among other problems, the current state of the hotel industry that in 
1981 was facing an undeniable contraction that had nothing to do with the normal decreases 
typically experienced.  Although occupancy rates had remained stable at 70 percent from June of 
1979 through May of 1980, a rate in keeping with those of the past five years, during the period of 
June 1980 through May of 1981 occupancy rates fell to 43 percent (Inforpress Centroamericana 
June 11, 1981: 5).   
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characterísticas del clima y los bajos precios que en concepto de turismo 
prevalecen en el país.  La evaluación de estas actividades se realizará en 
1982, durante la próxima Convencion Hotelera a efectuarse en Panajachel, 
Sololá (Inforpress Centroamericana June 11, 1981:5).108

A significant number of these initiatives were eventually adopted, including the 

Ley de Fomento de Turismo, social tourism, and the hiring of PR firms.  Many 

other plans put forward during this period, however, never progressed much 

beyond the inquiry and negotiation stage, due largely to a lack of national funds, 

the pressing priorities of the war, and the coup which would within a year replace 

the Lucas Garcia administration with that of Ríos Montt (Montt who entered in 

1982 would last only through 1983, when he was overthrown by Mejía Victores).  

Frustrated with the lack of government support for relief measures and 

desperately struggling to regain some of its lost foreign market, INGUAT sought 

external help.  In 1981, they agreed to pay Needham & Grohmann, a New York 

hotel and travel specialty advertising agency, U.S.$1.5 million, which represented 

50 percent of INGUAT’s total annual budget at the time, to launch an 

international campaign to counter the boycott, promoting tourism to Guatemala 

within U.S., Canadian and European markets (Lamarca 1981:1).  They hoped that 

a North American firm would have more success (i.e., they would have more 

contacts and influence within the media and insight into changing tastes and 

                                                 
108 “At the Second National Convention of Hotel Owners, it was agreed that the group would 
request the central government to provide greater support to INGUAT for their activities in 
promoting tourism among foreign markets.  The Guatemala Bureau of Conventions and Visitors 
suggested the implementation of a plan to open new markets, promoting Guatemala as a center for 
regional and international conventions, promoting characteristics such as its climate and low 
prices.  An evaluation of these activities will be conducted in 1982, during the next National 
Convention of Hotel Owners, which will be held in Panajachel, Sololá.”  
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aesthetics) in helping them to reclaim some of their lost market share, which in 

the case of the U.S. had by 1981 fallen some 50%.  

U.S. citizens selecting Guatemala as their first destination in the first three 
months of 1981 declined by nearly 50% from the same period in 1980, 
down from 19,849 to 11,772.  Between 1979 and 1980, the number of 
U.S. travelers, both business and pleasure, flying directly to Guatemala 
decreased from 90,225 to 64,679 (Travel Weekly, Miami, 1981). 

The speculative optimism which fueled the launching of this international PR 

campaign and other endeavors - such as the diplomatic efforts of INGUAT’s new 

Director Federico Fahsen (who replaced Arzú after his departure from INGUAT 

in 1981) and the Guatemalan Hotelier’s Association, a coordinated drop in 

air/land carrier package rates, and the increased exposure afforded by 

international marketing conferences- bore little fruit, as foreign revenue earning 

through tourism continued to drop throughout 1982.109

Federico Fahsen, director of the Guatemalan National Tourist Institute 
(INGUAT), visited Washington and along with the Hoteliers Association 
petitioned President Reagan to have the original advisory lifted, claiming 
it was damaging the Guatemalan tourism industry.  In 1978-79 the tourist 
trade was the third source of income in Guatemala earning $200 million a 
year.  That figure fell to $60 million in 1982 according to Inforpress 
Centroamericana.  Additional efforts to save the industry are being made 
by Guatemala’s national airline, Aviateca.  The airline now offers cut-rate 
airline packages from Miami for $200 which includes three nights and 
four days.  Aviateca also sponsored a conference at the International Trade 
Mart in New Orleans.  The Mart has approximately 1700 members, mostly 
U.S. business people.  Two-hundred hotel and agency managers and 
tourist promoters attended and INGUAT hopes that as many as 100,000 

                                                 
109 ¡Guatemala! Nov./Dec. 1982; Travel Weekly Staff Reporter, “Selling Travel to Central 
America: Ground Operators, Airlines Reduce Prices to Guatemala”, Travel Weekly, Miami, 1981.  
“Faced with an estimated 80% drop in the flow of tourists from the U.S. and nearly a 50% drop in 
combined business and pleasure traffic from the U.S. in the first three months of this year, airlines 
and ground service operators have sharply cut prices to Guatemala.  Aviateca has filed a $160 
roundtrip fare between Miami and Guatemala City allowing a stay of from three to eight days and 
requiring a minimum of three nights hotel accommodations.” 
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tourists will go to Guatemala as a result of this meeting (¡Guatemala! 
Nov./Dec. 1982b:2). 

Despite continued efforts by international organizations to curb human 

rights violations and by the Guatemalan government to convince the international 

public that Guatemala was safe, little changed during the administrations of 

Generals Efrain Ríos Montt (1982-83) and Oscar Humberto Mejía Victores 

(1983-85). 

In late 1984 the Miami Herald published an article titled “U.S. Says 
Tourist Spots in Guatemala are Safe to Visit”, announcing that the U.S. 
Embassy in Guatemala had “toned down” its travel advisory and that 
security had “improved considerably.”110  An enlargement of the article 
hung between the INGUAT desk and the immigration counter at the 
Aurora airport in Guatemala City.  While U.S. travel advisories were 
being modified, however, other local news did not support the Embassy’s 
renewed optimism.  In an August 12, 1984 press statement, the 
Association of University Students (AEU) denounced the “disappearance” 
and killing of sixty-four students that year.111  On October 29, 1984 
Guatemalan dailies reported six deaths in seventy-two hours: economics 
professor Carlos de León Gudiel; USAC economics dean Vitalino Girón 
Corado, machine-gunned at a gas station when en route to de Leon’s 
funeral; and MLN congressman and Quiché personage Santos Hernández, 
shot in Guatemala City together with his two bodyguards (Simon 
1987:163-164). 

Stories of random violence and aggression against nationals and 

internationals alike, illustrating the high level of insecurity and danger that 

continued to exist throughout the country (including at popular tourist sites) with 

the government’s full knowledge, support and complicity, were common during 

this period.  Consequently, the image of INGUAT worsened, rather than 

                                                 
110 The Miami Herald, September 14, 1984. 
111 “Bitter and Cruel…”, p. 10. 
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improved, as it and its leaders were seen as ever more closely allied, and in some 

cases literally in bed with, with the military dictatorships.  

In April 1984 This Week Central America described an army search of 
foreign tourists at Panajachel’s “Gringo Beach” in Sololá: “Guatemala’s 
tourism promoters and hotel owners not only have to contend with a 
negative image abroad and an official U.S. travel advisory, but also with 
their own government, particularly the state Tourism Bureau…Last 
week…Bureau chief Yolanda Ordóñez de Monzón sent 150 armed 
members of the feared Treasury Policy to the resort of Panajachel on Lake 
Atitlán to arrest ‘foreign delinquents.’  The armed men, many of them in 
plainclothes, burst into hotels, ordering tourists to stay in their rooms 
while their belongings and documents were inspected.  Other visitors were 
forced to stay on the beach or wherever they happened to be when the raid 
started…Despite the universal condemnation of the police offensive in 
Panajachel, there is little danger Mrs. Monzón will lose her job.  Her 
husband is a former military academy classmate of the chief of state” 
(Simon 1987:188). 

It was not until 1985, when the increasingly politically and economically 

isolated Mejía Victores government conceded to hold elections, that the stalemate 

was broken.  With the promise of a “return to democracy” and the inauguration of 

civilian president and Christian Democrat candidate Vinicio Cerezo in 1986, 

solidarity organizations and the international network of organizations relaxed the 

campaign and allowed the formal and informal effects of the tourism boycott to 

subside.  Once more foreign tourists began to travel to Guatemala.  Results were 

rapid: In 1986 totals increased by 14% and in 1987 they rose another 23%.  By 

this time however, the Guatemalan tourism industry had turned its attention away 

from the U.S. market and begun pursuing more elite European markets, Italy and 

Germany being the two largest.  Neither of these countries, incidentally, had 

issued travel warnings during the previous years. 
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“Con franqueza y amargura”: frustrated neoliberal attempts to lobby for 
alternative industries during “la violencia” 

The clear and recurring difficulties the Guatemalan State had had in 

obtaining and administering foreign revenue (investment and aid) for national 

development and reconstruction throughout the 1970s and into the ‘80s and ‘90s, 

as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, forced it and the nation’s private sector, and 

increasingly in time its civic organizations, to reassess the way various sectors of 

the economy were being promoted and managed so as to better capitalize on 

existing nationally held resources.  These reassessments had particularly strong 

impacts on the sectors that had been historically overlooked and never received 

strong governmental or private sector investment, as was the case with the 

tourism industry.  Although acknowledged nationally and internationally to have 

unique cultural and natural resources for the development of ethnic and eco-

oriented tourism, the Guatemalan State had in the past invested little funding in 

and provided scant administrative resources to assist in the organization, 

promotion and management of the industry.   

During his time as Director of INGUAT, Alvaro Arzú had, amidst his 

many publicly optimistic and defiant messages about the current state of tourism 

under the Lucas Garcia administration, repeatedly “with frankness and bitterness” 

expressed his pessimism and frustration over the future of the industry in 

Guatemala, due to the continuation of the violence and the mentality of the 

Guatemalan government vis à vis the industry.  Rather than acknowledging its 

key role as one of the country’s top earners of foreign revenue -a fact that even 

their adversaries, the organizers of the boycott, clearly understood and exploited- 
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the governmental entities critical for promoting the industry’s growth still viewed 

it as a small complementary economic activity and of little importance. 

Con franqueza y amargura:  A exponer el señor Arzú las expectativas 
hacia el futuro del turismo en Guatemala, dijo con franqueza que son 
inciertas, por los factores enumerados por otras entidades, pero que en el 
caso de Guatemala hay otros factores adversos, como es el terrorismo, que 
repercuten en el exterior y desaniman a los viajeros.  Con cierta amargura 
– dice diario El Gráfico-, el director del INGUAT hizo notar que pese a 
que el turismo es el tercer rubro económico de Guatemala, sólo después 
del café y el algodón, pero que tal importancia no ha penetrado a los 
órganos del gobierno en los que se considera al turismo como un gracioso 
complemento de la economía, y que, en cambio, “organismos 
internacionales que adversan el status institucional de Guatemala, sí le han 
concedido esa importancia ordenando el boicot contra el turismo, que no 
sufren ni el café ni el algodón” (Inforpress Centroamericana, Oct. 30, 
1980:6).112

Still focused on traditional agricultural products such as coffee, cotton and 

sugar, and influenced by the landed elite and military involved, whose interests 

were firmly entrenched in activities related to export oriented agro-industry, 

national policymakers showed little interest or understanding of new alternative 

industries and their current economic importance, much less their potential.  The 

sectoral biases and interests created by these powerful lobbies strongly influenced 

the Government’s narrow short-sighted policies regarding the development of the 

tourism industry.  These policy errors were marked by, according to Arzú and 
                                                 
112 “With frankness and bitterness: In discussing his hopes for the future of tourism in Guatemala, 
Mr. Arzú stated, with frankness, that they are uncertain, due to factors already outlined by other 
entities, but in the case of Guatemala there are other adverse factors, such as terrorism, which has 
repercussions in external/international markets and dissuade visitors from travelling.  With a 
certain degree of bitterness – according to the Gráfico- the Director of INGUAT noted that despite 
the fact that tourism is the third largest economic force in Guatemala, only after coffee and cotton, 
its importance has not yet penetrated government organizations which still considers tourism to be 
a complementary activity within the economy, and that, meanwhile ‘international organizations 
who are challenging/attacking the institutional apparatus of Guatemala, have recognized the 
importance of the industry, calling for a boycott against tourism, which neither coffee or cotton is 
subjected to.” 
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other private sector entrepreneurs, a lack of governmental funding and support 

and the necessary conservation and protection of the resources upon which it 

depended.  Underlying these economic justifications for the dismissal of tourism, 

however, was a deeper, more pervasive logic based on long-standing state 

sponsored goals and support for ethnic integration, ladinization/mestizaje and 

modernity, in which indigenous peoples, ethnic difference and the value 

(economic, scientific or aesthetic) of undeveloped forests, mountains and jungles 

had no place.  Until the very end of his tenure at INGUAT in 1981, Arzú 

struggled to deny the violence taking place under the Lucas García administration 

and with a government wed to the singular interests of the country’s landed elite.  

Until his final days as director he was caught in, as the business journal Gerencia 

phrased it in their 1981 interview with him, the endless debate of “El turismo en 

Guatemala: Gracioso complemento o factor fundamental de la economía 

nacional? (Gerencia 1981:23-26). 

It would take another decade, two military dictatorships, several civilian 

administrations (those of Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo (1986-1990), Jorge Serrano 

Elías (1990-1993), Ramiro de León Carpio (1993-1996)), and numerous 

internationally funded development projects before Arzú’s vision of Guatemala’s 

tourism industry would be realized in the late 1990s.  Like those of the Partido de 

Avanzada Nacional (PAN) he was instrumental in forming, Arzú’s vision of the 

future was a distinctly neo-liberal one.  It involved far reaching privatization and 

decentralization measures, in which the private sector and its rules would displace 

and replace, outdated public sector controls and perceptions.  In it, the power of 
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the global market would be able to exercise its will, allowing alternative non-

traditional industries such as tourism, as coffee, cotton, and sugar had, to “bloom” 

and “bear fruit.” 

In the meantime however, Arzú, the Guatemalan government, and the 

Guatemalan tourism industry would undergo many transformations.  In 1981, 

Arzú would leave INGUAT, where he had been director since 1978, to return to 

the private sector and to launch his career as a politician.  Like his vision of the 

industry, his political aspirations were often frustrated, but would eventually come 

to fruition with his election as mayor of Guatemala City during the Cerezo 

administration, as Minister of Foreign relations under Serrano (January to 

September of 1991), and later as President of the Republic (1996-2000).113   

The Guatemalan tourism industry would also undergo a series of 

transformations, gradually moving it into a position of increasing power.  Under 

the first civilian government to take power following the Mejía Victores 

administration, the tourism industry would be re-evaluated, as would the 

resources (natural, cultural, human, etc.) and assets (tangible and intangible) upon 

which it depended.  However, as we shall see, while recognizing the damage done 

by the violence to the industry, the resource upon which it depended, and those 

who worked within it, the initial assessments made by Christian Democrat 

planners did not radically re-conceptualize the form, role or the position which the 

tourism industry held within the economic future of the country.   
                                                 
113 Arzú first won the election for Mayor of Guatemala City in March of 1982, but due to the 
military coup that brought in Rios Montt he was never able to assume his post.  In 1990 Arzú ran 
for the presidency of the Republic, which he did not win, but briefly held the position of Minister 
of Foreign Relations under the administration of the victor, Serrano, from January to September of 
1991 (Gerencia #300, October 1995, http://www.nortropic.com/gerencia/ed495/aa.html) 
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With or without the initial help and guidance of the government, tourism 

would radically change during the post-conflict transition period, emerging at the 

end of the two decades radically transformed.  New forms of individual and 

collective behavior, changing tastes and visions of a more fragile interconnected 

earth in need of conservation and protection emerged to create a “New Tourism” 

and a “New Tourist”, which together helped to create a new market.  This new 

international market which favored “untouched” and undeveloped natural 

landscapes, biologically diverse flora and fauna, ethnically diverse human 

populations, all within cheap rustic “Third World” settings, favored certain 

locations on Latin America’s already well established “Gringo Trail.”  Planners 

working within INGUAT and the private sector during the late 1980s realized that 

Guatemala, with its particular configuration of resources and geographic location, 

was in the ideal position to exploit/develop this new market.  However, the texts 

they produced to promote the now peacetime Guatemala abroad would be more 

than just marketing tools to bolster a growing industry.  They would represent, as 

we shall discuss, discursive testing grounds for alternative imagined national 

landscapes, and, as such, serve as guides for understanding some of the very tense 

and highly politicized power relations that were being played out within them 

during the post-conflict transition. 

LEARNING TO VALORAR LAS VENTAJAS AND EL GLORIOSO EJEMPLO MAYA: 
THE MODERATE POLITICS AND POLICIES OF CULTURE UNDER CIVILIAN 
RULE 

Aware of the resources, skills, and position the country lacked vis à vis its 

regional and hemispheric neighbors, upon its entry into power the Christian 

 176



Democratic Party in its 1985 Proyecto Nacional very publicly turned its attention 

to laying out a plan to valorize, protect, conserve and develop the resources 

Guatemala did possess.  

Para emprender este nuevo CAMINO, y enferentar las exigencias del 
reordenamiento internacional ya en proceso, se debe no sólo reconocer las 
debilidades y obstáculos, también valorar las ventajas.  Entre las ventajas, 
sobresalen el valor de nuestra tierra, la posición geográfica a mitad del 
continente americano, la demanda continua de productos agroindustriales, 
la fortaleza de nuestra cultura, las formas de expresion de nuestra arte, y el 
espíritu que nos une desde el pasado hasta el presente con el glorioso 
ejemplo Maya (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional, 
1985:63).114

While Christian Democrat economic and political programs focused on 

the value of the country’s land, geographic position and agro-industrial potential, 

their cultural programs stressed the protection of the country’s cultural heritage, 

the development of arts and folklore, science and technology, and the promotion 

of tourism.  

Like many other aspects of Guatemalan national life and identity, cultural 

heritage (patrimonio cultural) was seen as being under attack.  Threatened by 

climatic deterioration, vandalism and robberies, illegal export, and unnecessary 

demolition, Christian Democrat planners drafted policies aimed at improving the 

protection of archeological sites, increasing anthropological and historical 

research and initiating restoration and preservation work.  Representatives of 

                                                 
114 “To undertake/venture upon this new ROAD, and confront/address the needs of international 
reordering already in process, one must recognize the weaknesses and obstacles, and also value 
the strengths/advantages.  Among those advantages that stand out are the value of our land, its 
geographic position in the center of the American continent, the continuing demand for agro-
industrial products, the strength of our culture, the expressive forms of our art, and the spirit that 
unifies us from our past up into the present with the glorious model of the Maya” (Democracia 
Cristiana Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional, 1985: 63). 
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national and international organizations working on conservation and preservation 

issues recognized the potential of such legislative and public policy openings and 

sought ways to integrate issues of conservation, preservation and Culture into the 

civilian administration’s long list of priorities.   

Working within the liberal democratic and decidedly more pluralistic 

nationalistic discourse of the period, Christian Democrat planners equated the 

safeguarding of material culture with the protection of the nation’s history and 

identity.   

El patrimonio cultural es una herencia histórica cuya generación se inició 
en el período precolombino y que se incrementa constantemente con los 
aportes de la creación cultural contemporánea…Si Guatemala pierde su 
patrimonio cultural, pierde una parte significativa de su identidad, razón 
por la cual es importante la conservación y protección a todos los 
elementos constitutivos de ese patrimonio (Democracia Cristiana 
Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional, 1985:76).115

While not viewed as under attack, other aspects of the cultural life of the 

national community were seen as endangered, if not due to direct assault, then to 

neglect.   

En Guatemala, observamos actualmente que el arte y el folklore no son 
estimados en su valor y en sus dimensiones como elementos integrantes 
del perfil cultural nacional ni mucho menos como expresión de la enorme 
capacidad e imaginación creadora de nuestro pueblo (Democracia 
Cristiana Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional, 1985:77).116   

                                                 
115 “Cultural heritage is a historical inheritance the generation/production of which began in the 
Pre-Colombian period and that has continually/constantly grown with the advances/contributions 
of contemporary cultural creation.  If Guatemala loses its cultural heritage, it loses a significant 
part of its identity, which is why it is important to conserve and protect all of the constituent 
elements of this heritage” (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional, 1985: 76). 
116  “In Guatemala, we see today that art and folklore are not highly esteemed in their value and 
their dimensions as integral elements of the national cultural profile, much less as an expression of 
the enormous capacity/ability and creative imagination of our people” (Democracia Cristiana 
Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional, 1985:77). 
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Dividing the field of contemporary cultural expression into “Art” and 

folklore, planners set up programs to promote art, recover, conserve, and promote 

folklore and to provide incentives and support to national artists. 

With so many social programs in need of funding, planners had to find 

economically and politically viable ways of implementing and sustaining new 

cultural programs.  Many believed that tourism, already a major component of 

many small non-industrialized developing countries’ economies, offered 

relatively unproblematic untapped potential, producing revenue, jobs and tributary 

income.  On the macro-level, foreign currency earnings generated through tourism 

would help reduce the country’s balance of payments deficits, an issue of 

considerable concern at the time.  State planners believed that while still 

vulnerable to international economic trends, tourism would not be as vulnerable 

as agriculture, and earnings would not be affected to the same degree on global 

markets as those from more competitively produced, generic commodities such as 

coffee, cotton and sugar. 

Although clearly an aspect of country’s new economic development 

strategy, the state still considered tourism to be more closely associated with 

issues of culture than economics, as is demonstrated by the fact that planners 

placed and evaluated tourism promotion within the category of cultural rather 

than economic programs.  Policymakers made this association and decision, the 

document explains, because tourism deals with the presentation of Guatemalan’s 

national identity to visitors.  

Aún cuando el resultado de una política de promoción turística es 
económico, lo consideramos como parte del ámbito cultural, ya que el 
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turismo en su dimensión receptiva es realmente la presentación de nuestra 
identidad natural y cultural a los ojos de nuestros visitantes, por lo tanto 
nos parece más lógica la presente ubicación (Democracia Cristiana 
Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional 1985:79).117

Although still prioritizing tourism’s role as national culture broker over 

that of its contribution to national GDP,118 Christian Democrat planners 

acknowledge how it, like many of the other country’s industries, was severely 

impacted by isolation, insecurity, violence, and the economic drain caused by the 

war. 

El turismo ha sufrido quizás uno de los mayores impactos de la actual 
crisis económica, tanto en lo receptivo, por el aislamiento internacional, la 
inseguridad y la violencia como en el turismo hacia afuera, por la escasez 
de divisas (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional 
1985:79)119

As part of their plan to help promote tourism, increase domestic and 

foreign investment in the country and boost Gross National Product, the Christian 

Democrats created programs to increase tourism-related promotions, 

infrastructure, and services.  Through INGUAT, the state would begin by 

                                                 
117 “Although the results/outcome of a policy which promotes tourism is economic, we consider it 
to be a part of the cultural milieu, in that tourism in its reception dimension is really about the 
presentation of our natural and cultural identity in the eyes of our visitors, and for this reason it the 
present placement seems the most logical” (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, Proyecto 
Nacional, 1985: 70). 
118 Gross domestic product (GDP) refers to the total market value of all final goods and services 
produced annually within the boundaries of the country, whether by domestic or foreign-supplied 
resources.  Gross national product (GNP) refers to the total market value of all Final goods and 
services produced annually by land, labor, and capital, and entrepreneurial talent supplied by 
Guatemalan residents, whether these sources are located in the country or abroad (Definitions 
adapted from Campbell R. McConnell and Stanley L. Brue, Macroeconomics, Thirteenth Edition, 
New York: McGraw Hill Inc., 1996, G-11). 
119 “Tourism has perhaps been the most greatly affected by the current economic crisis, including 
tourism to Guatemala, due to international isolation, insecurity, as well as tourism outside 
Guatemala, due to relative foreign exchange values” (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, 
Proyecto Nacional, 1985: 79).  
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expanding Guatemala’s foreign market, creating international exchange programs, 

promoting art exhibits, and increasing domestic tourism.  Such expansions 

necessitated major improvements in the country’s infrastructure (highways and 

roads) and communications networks (telecommunications in particular).  To help 

achieve these goals the government would support the growth of tourism 

businesses, improve tourist information services, and provide lines of credit to 

viable tourist projects (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, Proyecto Nacional 

1985:79).  To manage these new activities under the new administration and in 

the much-changed regional and international market, INGUAT would need to yet 

again reorganize the way it planned, managed, and financed its projects.  (For a 

more detailed discussion of this transition, see Chapter 6). 

Progressive, comprehensive, and ambitious, many of the specific plans 

proposed for the Guatemalan tourism industry in the Christian Democrat’s 

Proyecto Nacional were not implemented during the Cerezo Administration due 

to competing priorities resulting from continuing socio-political instability, and 

the lack of funds and necessary administrative support and coordination.  

However, as we shall see here and later in Chapter 6, the basic goals/tenets of 

increased privatization and decentralization, conservation and preservation, and 

the diversification of markets were embraced by both the public and private sector 

and would re-emerge in different permutations over the course of the next three 

administrations.  Gradually their influence, as industry planners had optimistically 

projected in national meetings in the early 1990s, would have far reaching 
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impacts, extending well into the year 2000 and beyond.120  And, as in some 

millenarian neo-liberal prophecy, they would be instrumental in charting a new 

path for the nation and the region, re-mapping Guatemala and the “Mayan 

World.” 

CREATING A MORE “COLORFUL AND FRIENDLY” GUATEMALA: MARKETING 
A PEACEFUL, ETHNIC IMAGE IN A MORE GLOBALIZED MARKET 

Building a new image, slogan and market 

The $U.S.1.5 million dollars spent contracting the services of Needham & 

Grohmann to create a new image for Guatemala for markets in the U.S., Canada 

and Europe, was but one of the numerous financial outlays the Guatemalan 

Government made during the early 1980s to improve its image abroad, and 

reinforce the idea that Guatemala was “happy”, “friendly”, “peaceful” and “safe.”  

In addition to employing Needham & Grohmann, the Guatemalan government 

contracted another New York public relations agency, Haley, Kiss & Dowd, Inc. 

to edit a monthly magazine entitled “La Voz de Guatemala”, for distribution 

among members of the U.S. Congress, the U.S. Department of State and other 

North American governmental employees, “con el propósito de contrarrestar la 

imagen del país como la de un flagrante infractor de los derechos humanos” 

(Lamarca 1981:2).  These two firms were joined by a third government PR 

                                                 
120 This is a reference made to the goals and projections stated by public and private sector 
planners regarding the future of tourism at the 3er.Congreso Nacional de Turismo: Turismo y la 
Decada de los ‘90s  (July 30-31st, 1992 at the Hotel El Dorado, Guatemala City, Guatemala) 
sponsored by Cámara de Turismo de Guatemala (CAMTUR).  The objective of these meetings 
was to “Definir las características y acciones en las que debería enmarcarse y orientarse el tourism 
de Guatemala hacia el año 2000, de manera que este se constituya en un opción de desarrollo 
nacional.” 

 182



procurement, the Washington, D.C. public relations firm of Mackenzie, 

McCheyne Inc. (Lamarca 1981:2).   

Of the three firms contracted during this period, MacKenzie, McCheyne 

Inc. had the most experience working with such projects in the Central America 

region.  It was well known for its work as the previous representative of the ex-

president of Nicaragua, Anastasio Somoza and the promoters of the El Salvador 

Freedom Foundation and the 1980 U.S. press conference appearances by Roberto 

D’Aubuisson (Nairn 1989).  While highly sought after by military governments 

throughout the region and supported by the Reagan Administration through U.S. 

Information Agency (USIA) grants under “Project Democracy”, MacKenzie, 

McCheyne Inc.’s work was viewed less favorably by human rights organizations 

and other critics of the Guatemalan military government.  “In a kind of finishing 

school, image-improvement course for murderers, it [MacKenzie, McCheyne 

Inc.] taught ‘media officials’ in El Salvador and similarly besieged client 

governments how to deal with U.S. media” (Agee, 1992).121  Initiated during the 

early 1980s, MacKenzie, McCheyne Inc. continued their Guatemala related work 

well into the civilian era Cerezo administration, through the aid of the 

Guatemalan Freedom Foundation (GFF).  During the early 1980s, the GFF had 

been a pro-Lucas international lobby group.  With John Trotter as a director, its 

work evolved into an effective mechanism for lobbying U.S. politicians in an 

                                                 
121 Phillip Agee, “Tracking Covert Actions into the Future,” Covert Action Quarterly, Issue No. 
42, Fall, 1992. 
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effort to improve governmental relations with the Reagan Administration and to 

restore U.S. military aid.122

These and numerous other campaigns employing national and 

international public relations firms sought to improve the images of the Lucas 

García administration, his two successors, and of the country as a whole123, 

drawing on already familiar catch phrases, iconic imagery -in which the 

Guatemalan Indian and referent ethnic markers figured prominently- and narrative 

tropes; none of which represented much of a departure from those used in 

brochures over the previous thirty years.  By the time the Christian Democrats 

took office in the mid-1980s, the results of years of expensive international 

advertising and publicity campaigns had helped to transform practices of 

advertising and public relations in Guatemala, a change that would be 

incorporated into the government bureaus and commissions who used them.  By 

1986, brochures full of “colorful”, “friendly” people (more often than not 

indigenous people) in “beautiful” “historic” places, unique to the “Land of Eternal 

Spring” were once again being produced by public and private sector agencies 

                                                 
122 Allan Nairn’s 1989 article “Reagan administration’s link to Guatemala’s terrorist 
government”, stated that “(i)n the past two year, MacKenzie, MacCheyne has received over 
250,000 from the GFF.” (Covert Action Quarterly, Summer 1989).  For a discussion of the role 
and goals of public relations firms in Central America see Phillip Agee’s article “Tracking Covert 
Actions into the Future”, in Covert Action Quarterly, Issue No. 42, Fall, 1992. 
123 See Allan Nairn, 1989.  Both Chris Norton’s “Building a new image to aid sick economy”, In 
These Times, Feb 6-12, 1985” and The Boston Globe editorial  “Guatemala grotesque” from its 
Saturday, April 13th 1985 issue, discuss the way in which General Oscar Mejía Victores tried to 
improve his image to gain the favor of the Reagan administration.  “A few months ago the 
Guatemalan government, headed by Gen. Oscar Mejía Victores, began a campaign to improve its 
image so that it would qualify for the aid the Reagan Administration wants to send” (The Boston 
Globe, April 13th, 1985). 
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and distributed to Guatemalan consulates and travel agencies throughout the 

world.   
 
Illustration 4.1 Textures of Guatemala: The image of a country 

 
Source: Guatemala Tourist Commission. Brochure created by Ace Parker Inc. Miami, Florida nd.   

Illustration 4.2 Guatemala: “Land of Eternal Spring”  

 
Lake Atitlán and Volcanos and Cerro de Oro, framed by pines. Source: unknown, nd. 
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Illustration 4.3 Guatemala: Land of Romance 

 
Text reads “The most fascinating and colorful native life to be found anywhere in the world 
today…Living monument to the glories of Colonial Spain…Cradle of the ancient Mayan 
civilization…THE LAND OF ETERNAL SPRING…Only a few hours flight from any part in the 
United States…And no visit to Guatemala is complete without a trip to the 
highlands...Chichicastenago, Atitlán, Rio Dulce, Cobán, Huehuetenango, etc.  Hundreds of 
beautiful and different places in only one country: Guatemala.”  Source: National Tourist Bureau 
n.d. 

Far from a departure from traditional genre of tourism marketing products 

and a remaking of Guatemala, many of the new materials created during the early 

civilian administration period fell back on the standard repertoire of sites/sights 

used in earlier brochures, consolidating them into the simple, direct and easily 

recognizable campaign slogan, “Colorful and Friendly.”  INGUAT would use this 

slogan as an umbrella concept under which to unify the many new and diverse 

forms of tourism that were emerging during the 1980s, from traditional ethnic 

tourism to newer more eco-oriented forms of travel.  In addition to spanning and 
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encompassing all forms of tourism, the simple, direct and general approach of the 

“Colorful and Friendly” campaign was used to simultaneously appeal to a broader 

international audience (beyond its traditional largely North American and 

English-speaking markets), while cultivating specific niche markets based on 

thematic interests.  While materials produced before the war and boycott tended 

to combine all the country’s elements into one text, this thematic and, to varying 

extents, geographic segmentation was part of an effort to show, “value” and “take 

advantage” of the diversity of atractivos -sights/sites- this “rich”, albeit relatively 

small, country had to offer. 

Illustration 4.4a and 4.4b Six brochure covers with different kinds of tourism 
under INGUAT Colorful and Friendly campaign 
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Moreover, it was meant to convey to audiences the (re)opening of spaces and 

(renewed) mobility individuals once again had to travel around within the 

country, particularly in the highlands.  

Glimpse of Guatemala: Four Days, Three Nights-Hosted (Sightseeing in 
Antigua, Chichicastenango and Lake Atitlán); Maya Highland: Five 
Days, Four Nights – Hosted (Sightseeing in Antigua, Chichicastenango, 
Lake Atitlán); Highland Wonderland: Six Days, Five Nights – Hosted 
(Sightseeing in Guatemala City, Antigua, Chichicastenango and Lake 
Atitlán); Colorful Guatemala: Eight Days, Seven Nights (Sightseeing in 
Guatemala City, Antigua, Lake Atitlán, Chichicastenango, 
Quetzaltenango, and San Francisco El Alto.  Day Tour to Tikal) (Mexico-
Guatemala, Costa Rica Sanborn Tours 1990 Winter/Spring). 
 

Transition era attempts to appeal to a broader international audience were 

the direct result of the losses the industry experienced during the war.  Since the 
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early days of the boycott, when the Guatemala tourism industry had first begun 

losing a significant part of its North American market share, Guatemalan tourism 

promoters (both public and private sector) had worked to broaden their 

international market appeal and capture an increased market share of the West 

German, French, Italian, Swiss and Japanese markets.  In This Week in Central 

America and Panama: A Report on Business and Politics, a staff writer explained 

how the transition to a more European and Asian based market first began, and 

the numerous political, economic, marketing and logistical aspects that were 

involved. 

Most tour cancellations come from the United States rather than Europe, 
report the guide agencies.  They say Americans tend to be more vulnerable 
to news of political unrest than Europeans (sic), who flock to Italy despite 
disruptive secondary strikes and “brigatisti” shoot outs.  Many American 
cancellations are due to the economic downturn and record high bank 
investment rates, raising the cost of travel financing.  This has affected the 
travel-now-pay-later package tourists, and many of them are opting to stay 
home.  The primary election season in the United States also may be 
taking its toll on potential travelers.  Cancellation of pre-paid package 
tours are averaging 13% to 20% this season, agencies report.  Both hotel 
and travel operators are now setting their sights on Europe as a growing 
source of tourists, particularly West Germany, France, Italy, and 
Switzerland.  Japan is another major potential font, as yet only partially 
tapped.  Currency differences and inflation make Guatemala cheap to 
Western Europeans and Japanese.  With a London or Paris dinner for two 
averaging $100, the most expensive Guatemalan restaurants and hotels, 
are, by comparison, in the low economy class.  One of the main attractions 
for European tourism are the Mayan ruins of Tikal in the northern Peten 
rain forest.  Unusually heavy rainfall lasting through February made Tikal 
almost inaccessible by bus, and the closing of the archeological zones’ 
airstrip for repairs and lengthening kept tourists away for several weeks.  
Many europeans postponed their visits until the Tikal landing facility was 
reopened.  The prospect of a large European tourist influx has made hotel 
menus wordier.  The old bilingual English-Spanish menu has been 
broadened to include French and German.  (Japanese and Italian tourists 
must still make do with one of the other languages).  There is a 
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corresponding demand for tour guides who can handle French and German 
(This Week in Central America and Panama: A Report on Business and 
Politics, Vol. III, No. 2, March 24, 1980). 

To counter the losses experienced in some consumer markets, public and 

private sector promoters made a concerted effort during the early 1980s to break 

into/penetrate the Asian market, which many felt held great potential promise and 

future security, politically and economically.  For years, the Guatemalan tourism 

industry had blamed the boycott and unfair press coverage for the loss of its 

international market share.  Expanding into the Asian market presented 

Guatemalan promoters with the unique opportunity to transcend the boundaries of 

the boycott’s sphere of influence, which was limited by its strong reliance on 

U.S.-European union affiliations, the English and European/Romance language 

press, and the networks of U.S.-European solidarity organizations.  Moreover, it 

represented the chance to begin tapping into a strong economy (which unlike the 

U.S. economy was booming during the 1980s), and a vast largely un-worked 

market.   

Hopes of cultivating this “untouched” market, however, were checked in 

1983 when Guatemalan government’s own security forces violently attacked a 

group of Asian tourists.  Despite the thoroughly unapologetic nature of the attack 

and the logic that prompted it, no changes were made to the industry’s strategic 

directive of cultivating this market.  Indeed, planners hoped the attacks would not 

register strongly in the international media, within the broader context of events, 

both past and future (“Cruel Guatemala”, Miami Herald, Jan. 1, 1984).  By 

“broader context” commentators at the time were referring to the significantly 
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more brutal forms of violence that commonly took place in Guatemala and the 

promise of future democratic reforms through the upcoming 1985 elections, the 

first since the overthrow of Arbenz in the 1950s (ibid.).  In the January 1st 1984 

editorial in the Miami Herald entitled “Cruel Guatemala”, the author places such 

attacks in context: 

In Central America, where thousands of civilians have been killed, news 
that nine Asian tourists had been beaten and robbed by Guatemalan 
security forces goes virtually without notice.  Few people have the 
capacity to echo the outrage of a British diplomat: “I saw the marks on 
their bodies.  It was absolutely sickening.”  Where so many have died 
needlessly, daily brutality numbs the senses.  Still, the savage beating 
inflicted by Guatemalan Treasury Police on the nine tourists from Hong 
Kong and Taiwan cannot be condoned or tolerated in regimes that the 
United States embraces as allies.  The beating of nine tourists – suspected 
of being Vietnamese soldiers aiding the guerrillas- is an aberration only in 
that the men were not killed.  Murder is the norm in Guatemala (“Cruel 
Guatemala”, Miami Herald, Jan. 1, 1984). 

Although not completely overlooked, the attacks did not, as promoters 

hoped they would not, significantly impact the industry or the course of political 

change in Guatemala.  What they did do was demonstrate that the Guatemalan 

government did not need the boycott to drive down newly emerging markets and 

cause tensions between would-be tourists and their Guatemalan hosts (Indeed 

information about the boycott had never really penetrated the Asian market).  

They could depend on their own security forces to do that for them.   

By tapping into the Asian market, the Guatemalan tourism industry 

promoters had hoped to transcend its own history of the violence and the 

associated stigma.  Public and private sector participants within the industry were 

driven more by the desire for economic gain rather than political hegemony.  For 
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them, reaching beyond traditional markets to integrate fresh new countries to 

create a more global clientele signified the possibility of becoming globally 

competitive and breaking their age-old dependency on the United States.  

Guatemala’s armed and security forces, however, were unable to fathom such a 

transition or the kind of global changes that had been taking place over the past 

decade.  Having internalized a radical anticommunist Cold War world vision, and 

with little knowledge of the geography or politics of Asia, they viewed and 

interacted with the world and its peoples in terms of their perceived role in a East-

West conflict; a conflict that for the rest of the world for some time now had 

ceased to exist.  The result was misinterpreting individuals from the one of the 

most urban capitalist areas of Asia (indeed the world) touring Guatemala on a 

pleasure trip, as being from the communist jungles of Vietnam there on a political 

mission. 

Tourism as PR: Failures and Frustrations 

In many ways, the Christian Democratic Party’s official opinion that the 

primary function of tourism was in its presentation of the country to foreign 

nations and their peoples was accurate – though perhaps not in the way that they 

had intended it to be.  Government responses to negative international press and 

the IUF led tourism boycott had transformed INGUAT into a central 

governmental tool for defending and when necessary fighting on the behalf of the 

military administrations of Lucas Garcia, Ríos Montt, and Mejía Victores.  

Despite the energy and resources spent in the effort, however, there is little doubt 
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that as a vehicle for positive public relations, Guatemalan tourism had during the 

1970s and early 1980s been a failure.   

Underlying the official supportive rhetoric of INGUAT’s functionaries 

during the military governments, however, was 1) a deep frustration with the 

government (which they saw as being rigid and archaic, wed to outdated forms of 

power and notions of economic gain), and 2) the belief that the State was wasting 

some of the nation’s potentially most profitable resources.  A neo-liberal desire to 

remove the heavy hand of the state and allow the tourist industry to privatize and 

decentralize many of the activities that had kept the tourism industry bound 

(succeeding neither as a propaganda tool or as an economic activity) was growing 

among many planners, promoters and some of the government officials coming to 

power.  For them peace meant money, money meant power, power meant being in 

the position to change the system so that more money could be made.  Although 

the nationalistic discourses regarding cultural heritage preservation and improved 

international relations through face-to-face encounters with foreign tourists were 

common during the early years of the Cerezo administration, the country’s 

traditional power brokers still controlled the setting of governmental priorities.  

Hence, there were few early signs either in their political discourse or their 

promotional materials that the State was planning to radically alter its position.  

However in time, as businessmen with neo-liberal agendas, consolidated 

themselves as a block and gained political power, they would reorganize the 

economic and legislative framework in which tourism functioned.  They did this 

in the hope that they could find a way of developing and managing tourism and 
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the resources upon which it depended, so that they and the state could more 

efficiently and effectively sell and profit from it.  

Marketing Culture by the pound: Techniques for luring and reassuring 
audiences and increasing experiential volume per moment² 

Although of continued considerable frustration to planners and promoters 

and private sector investor, the issue of whether the State under the new civilian 

administration officially recognized the strong economic and material aspects of 

tourism or not, would not and could not halt the changes that were about to occur 

in the country or the market.  By the time Cerezo began his term and tourists 

began flowing back across the borders and into the highlands, the Guatemalan 

tourism industry (private and public sector) and international promoters had 

already created numerous new ways in which to sell and package, as Davydd 

Greenwood (1977) would say, Guatemala’s “culture by the pound.”   

Influenced by the materialist debates of the period that focused heavily on 

the economic relations underlying or resulting from given social practices, the few 

social critics who were addressing tourism during the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

tended to focus on the underlying class relations taking place between the 

participating social actors.  One of the most influential of these early analysts was 

Davydd Greenwood, whose essay “Culture by the Pound” helped define the 

language and parameters for some of the earliest Marxist debates related to what 

became known to subsequent critics as “tourist/host” relations.  The basic premise 

of Greenwood’s argument was that regardless of its particular circumstantial 

manifestations (i.e., whether top down or bottom up, aimed at the revitalization of 

local traditions or national preservation, etc.) the purpose of tourism is to 
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stimulate business and generate commerce on the local, national and international 

level.  Within such systemic relations, he maintained, the 

economists and planners dealing with tourism consider local culture a 
‘natural resource’ (that is as part of the land factor), or as part of the ‘come 
on’…In ethnic tourism settings, local culture itself is being treated as a 
commodity sui generis (Greenwood 1977:130). 

Within the analytic framework of the time, the “happy”, “colorful”, 

“friendly” images of the “Guatemalan Indian” constructed by the Guatemalan 

tourism industry, became a central part of the lure of ethnic tourism in Guatemala.  

These images were, for Greenwood and his contemporaries, viewed as part of the 

construction of the idyllic vacation-land in which those individuals who have 

obtained “a level of productivity sufficient to sustain leisure” may, for a short 

period of time, visit the world of the Other and expand their own life experience 

at the expense of the Others (Greenwood 1977:35).  In order to be useful for 

tourism and to have wide-scale success, the world of the indigenous Other must 

be constructed as comfortable, friendly, exotic, and relatively controlled.  There 

was much in the materials produced by the Guatemalan tourism industry at that 

time that would support such an analysis.   

By the mid-1980s, when the Christian Democrats came to power, nearly 

all traces of the macabre had been purged from INGUAT tourist literature.  The 

Guatemalan government was at this time still trying to counter the reports coming 

from Amnesty International, the IUF and its partners, and the U.S. press and 

promote the image of Guatemala as a “peaceful country.”  Any allusions to 

danger and violence, or even adventure or risk, would have been counter-

productive.  The closest reference to these were the continued use of 

 195



“mystery/mysterious” in discussing the ancient Mayan past, a trope used 

consistently in materials from the 1960s to the present.  Tropes that suggested 

anything other than beauty and peace would only come into popular use in the late 

1980s and 1990s, after the official withdrawal of the military and the very public 

installation of a civilian government.  Despite the plethora of reassuring industry 

materials produced during the late 1980s, Guatemala was still perceived in U.S. 

English language press and general market as risky.  As a feature article in the 

Sunday, October 18th 1987 Washington Post under the heading of “Fearless 

Traveler: Safety & Health Concerns; Escorted Tours of the Region” points out, 

while the numbers of tourists travelling to Guatemala were increasing, travel was 

still considered to be for the brave: “Travel Central America.  Behind the 

headlines: This region of ongoing controversy is one of vast rewards, despite the 

risks” (Yenckel, Washington Post, Oct. 18, 1987).  
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Illustration 4.5  The Washington Post, “Travel Central America” 
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Reinvigorating old practices with new techniques 

Between 1988 and 1990 print materials brandishing the "Colorful and 

Friendly" slogan became both more numerous and, from a production and 

marketing perspective, more refined and of high quality.  In addition to serving as 

the primary tag line for official INGUAT campaign materials from 1988 through 

1990, the phrase was adopted and integrated into the promotions of numerous 

international private sector tour groups, many of which were backed by major 

international airline companies (Fun-Sun Tours (Eastern, Pan Am, Lacsa) 1988; 

Ocean Connection 1989; Continental Airlines 1989-1990).  It was also adopted by 

numerous English-language tour magazines, which used it as the narrative 

foundation for glossy feature-length articles, such as that in Ultra (Young 1989).  

Moreover, the base narratives established by INGUAT helped to establish the 

standard for independent private sector products. 
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Illustration 4.6a and 4.6b Guatemala: Colorful and Friendly (Cover and 
Introduction Section graphics)   

 
 

 
Source: INGUAT, n.d. 

 199



Illustration 4.7a and 4.7b Legendary Guatemala & Ancient Guatemala 

 

 

 
Source: INGUAT, n.d. 
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Illustration 4.8a and 4.8b Colonial Guatemala & Modern Guatemala 

 
 

 
Source: INGUAT, n.d. 
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Illustration 4.9a and 4.9b Traditional Guatemala & Natural Guatemala 

 
 

 
Source: INGUAT, n.d. 
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Illustration 4.10 Exciting Guatemala 

 
Source: INGUAT, n.d. 
 
Illustration 4.11 Guatemala: Colorful and Friendly 

 
Text reads “No other place in the world is as colorful and hospitable as Guatemala.  Color is 
everywhere from lush, green foliage, tranquil blue lakes, to the multicolored costumes of the 
inhabitants.  Add to this setting a background of 8-million smiles, seen in the faces of Guatemala’s 
people, and you now have the picture…a paradise of color and of friendship.”  Source: 
Guatemala: Colorful and Friendly, Guatemalan Tourism Commission, n.d.   

 203



Illustration 4.12 Guatemala: Colorful and Friendly   

 
Text reads “Experience this colorful, peaceful country of mighty mountains, lush green foliage, 
tranquil blue lakes, and its happy friendly people in their multicolored costumes.”  Two options: 
“Glimpse of Guatemala: 3 night-4 day package: Guatemala City Ancient Antigua, Colorful 
Chichicastenango with its Indian Market and Beautiful Lake Atitlán with its grown of towering 
volcanoes and majestic mountains.  Spectacular Tikal: The Mayan Legacy: 3 night-4 day package: 
Step back in time & visit magnificent Tikal with its great plaza, towering pyramids and lush jungle 
setting alive with toucans & spider monkeys” Source: Ocean Connection & Aviateca n.d. 
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Illustration 4.13 The Most Colorful Country: Shopping for the vivid crafts of 
Guatemala  

 
Text reads “After visiting Latin America and the Caribbean in 1934, Aldous Huxley wrote in 
Beyond Mexique Bay that the market in Guatemala was “the only place where I have seen reality 
outdoing a Dutch still life.”  It’s still true today.  Somehow one is never quite prepared for the 
sheer brilliance of this land once ruled by Mayas, for the rich colors and profusion of patterns are 
everywhere – from brimming marketplaces to the jewellike mosaic of fields crisscrossing green 
mountains to the sumptuously embroidered, hand-woven textiles that the Indians wear every day.  
Traveling through Guatemala is a little like moving through a living tapestry, where at every turn a 
picture awaits; a handsome Indian woman weaving bright yarns into her high coiled hair, ancient 
stucco walls painted with the palimpsest of pastels, Spanish baroque cathedrals of carved stone 
lace, the upward sweep of volcanoes ringing the horizon.” Source: Melanie Young, Ultra, Oct., 
1989. 
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These new promotions built upon practices of marketing culture, of 

identifying, locating, quantifying and commoditizing, that had long since been 

established in Guatemala through decades of strong ethnic tourism promotions.  

Using new technologies for capturing and communicating images, they sought to 

increase tourists’ experiences, in terms of quantity, intensity, realism, and 

intimacy.  The constant textual references to color used in these print materials 

were reinforced by the accompanying graphics used, the quality, size and quantity 

of which had been vastly improved, enlarged and increased: a result of the often 

cost-cutting technological advances in photography, digital imagery and printing 

during the 1980s.  While color prints had long since replaced the drawings, 

paintings and black and white photos commonly used in pre civil-war promotions 

(1950 and 1960s), high quality cebachrome glossies had begun to saturate late 

1980s brochure covers and posters.  These helped to transform commercial 

photography in Guatemala and became powerful narrative tools for producing 

larger, more arresting and lifelike visual images, that could be more easily and 

economically reproduced and if necessary altered.   
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Illustration 4.14 Flying Tours to El Salvador, Guatemala 

 
Offers departures from New Orleans and Mexico City.  Air Transportation Via TACA Airway 
Systems  Cover featured hand painted color parrot.  Inside features black and white post-card style 
photos of Santiago Atitlán, Chichicastenango, and Lake Atitlán and hand drawn pictures of 
tourists buying textiles from market women at airport runway.  Source: Taca Airways System 
1949. 
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Illustration 4.15a and 4.15b Great White Fleet to Guatemala from New York  

 
 

Text promotes 11 day Cruises, 18 Day Tours, Effective October 5 1950.  Source: United Fruit 
Company 1950. 
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Illustration 4.16 “Here’s your next vacation” by E.M. Carrette Gen. Manager 
Hotel Pan American   

 
Text reads “Why is Guatemala the perfect vacationland?  First of all, it’s a friendly land.  The 
people of Guatemala have a way of making you feel at home from the very moment you arrive.  
It’s the genuine warmth of people who are proud of their contrary – their noble and romantic 
heritage.  For modern Guatemala, with its progressive democratic form of government, 
development in industry, education and agriculture, is also the scene of the Golden Age of the 
Mayans of over two-thousand years ago.  Second, Guatemala is a land of color, of intensely 
interesting new things to see.  Only a few hours away from its lush jungle coastlines, you will find 
Christmas-tree highlands where rugged mountain peaks offer panoramic views as far as the eye 
can see.  You will find crystal-clear mountain lakes with towing volcanoes rising majestically 
from the very water’s edge.  You will see gleaming white-walled villages where colorful, pure-
blooded Indians carry on their daily lives with much of the same tradition as their Mayan 
ancestors.  You will see market places teeming with Indians in brilliantly colored tribal costume.  
And, in these same markets you will find their beautiful handwoven textiles which are world-
famed as Guatemala’s coffee, honey and orchids.  In contrast to the Indian culture, you will see 
the magnificent ruins of buildings that once proudly proclaimed Spain’s conquest and colonization 
of the New World.  You will visit Antigua, the old Spanish capital, which today rests quietly amid 
the fallen reminders of its past glory.  What advantages will you enjoy at The Pan American?  You 
will be served by smiling barefoot Indian Servants in Colorful Native Costumes.” Source: Motel 
Pan American n.d. 
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Illustration 4.17 Palace Hotel – Key to the Wonderland Guatemala.  Land of 
Eternal Springtime.  It’s so easy to reach: Guatemala   

 
Source: Design, text and photos by Rossbach-Guatemala C.A. Printed in Guatemala by Litografia 
Zadik & Co. 

Illustration 4.18 Guatemala: Gran Hotel Continental  

 
Source: G Roehrs B. n.d.. 
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Illustration 4.19a and 4.19b Pension Bonifaz: Su Hotel en Quetzaltenango, 
Guatemala, CA. (n.d.). 
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Illustration 4.20 When we go to Guatemala, we must spend an extra week in 
the Mayan Highlands. Visit Guatemala: It’s so near.  

 
Source: Clark Tours 1962. 
 
Illustration 4.21 Guatemala: Guatemala’s most popular programs  

 
Source: Ladatco and Tours Eastern Airlines 1989. 
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Illustration 4.22 Guatemala  

 
Source: Sunwest Tours and Pan Am Airlines 1988-89. 

 
Illustration 4.23 Costa Rica and Guatemala  

 
Source: Fun-Sun Tours, Eastern, Lacsa, and Pan Am Airlines 1988. 
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Some of the most famous photos used in the visual construction of the 

Guatemalan Indian for the INGUAT “colorful and friendly” campaign (used in 

brochures and postcards) were taken by renown photographer Diego Molina, who 

shot numerous posed color photo portraits of individual adults, male/female 

couples and children in which the subjects stand or sit looking at the camera.  

Rather than looking seriously into the lens, as is the formal style usually used for 

indigenous people that had been commonly featured in postcards up to this point, 

in these photos all of the individuals are smiling broadly at the camera, in what 

appears to be an open, uninhibited way.  Some are even shot laughing.  Since 

seriousness could be interpreted by Western viewers as aggressive, angry, sad, or 

distancing, these images attempt to relieve some of the potential anxiety and guilt 

non-indigenous Guatemalans and foreigners may feel when interacting with 

indigenous people during the post-war period and venturing into territories 

previously marked as indigenous (and dangerous) such as the highlands.  

Although the majority of these posed semi-formal stills feature indigenous women 

and children, indigenous men do appear.  However, when they do, they are almost 

always dressed in the full traje that many young and middle aged men in 

contemporary Guatemalan society have ceased to wear due to discrimination and 

ethnically motivated violence.   
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Illustration 4.24 Guatemala’s People: Six Million Smiles  

 
This Guatemala Tourist Commission brochure features Diego Molina’s well known photos.  
Source: INGUAT n.d. 

Telephoto lens close-ups –a style that became increasingly popular during 

this campaign- allowed photographers to capture the same seemingly more 

personal and intimate glimpses of individuals within public gatherings.  

Previously these would only be shot as crowds.  Using this lens, photographers 

could produce candid portraits of individuals therein.  This allowed them to 

simultaneously emphasize the social aspects of the still vibrant and living 

collective and the individual, providing a seemingly more personal and unique 

experience for the viewer, while saturating the audiences’ senses with the 

surroundings of a highly dynamic culturally marked environment. 

DISCURSIVE TESTING GROUNDS FOR ALTERNATIVE NATIONAL LANDSCAPES 

In Guatemala, the visitor is offered a legacy spanning many thousands of 
years.  From the monumental cities of the ancient Maya, through the 
heritage of the Catholic Spanish, who came ashore in the 15th Century, to 
today's Guatemala, a blend of the past into the present.  Although aspects 
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of each separate culture can still be seen, the synergy of this blending has 
made Guatemala the happy, colorful and friendly country it is today. 

- Guatemala: Colorful and Friendly, Guatemala Tourism Commission,  
n.d. 

Much of the international human rights work in post-1985 Guatemala has 

focused on the detailed documentation of human rights abuses.  Even during 

times of relative peace, this is a difficult job.124  Fighting against silence and 

conflicting, competing memories, indigenous and ladino leaders have been 

working with national and international human rights commissions to define the 

way Guatemalan history will be written, remembered and dealt with.  Participants 

are aware that the narratives they construct of the past will play a critical role in 

defining their country’s present and future.  As painful and traumatic as this 

violent past is to revisit, survivors are willing to do so, so that the events and the 

dynamics that created them will not “fall through the cracks” of transition-era 

national priority-making and “be forgotten.”125  As we have mentioned before, 

within this context, the images and texts featured in glossy tourism marketing 

brochures from the war and transition periods represent much more than examples 

of apolitical pleasure-seeking escapism.  They serve as guides to understanding 

highly politicized power relations and are discursive testing grounds for 

alternative national landscapes. 

                                                 
124 Although politically motivated violence continued well into the early 1990s, the frequency and 
degree had significantly diminished. 
125 Round table discussion with members of Ri ixoqi’ aj Iximulew nikisamajij chu’uch’ujil 
k’aslemal (Mujeres Guatemaltecas Constructoras de la Paz).  David Rockefeller Center for Latin 
American Studies, Harvard University, 2002.  
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During the 1970s and 1980s, when the civil war raged in the highlands, 

tourism brochures had provided the Guatemalan State with a discursive space 

where it could successfully pacify the ethnic Other.  Despite the increased 

coverage of political violence, the collapse of internal markets, recurrent “external 

shocks” from the international economy and community, and the government’s 

growing isolation, brochures similar to those printed in the early 1970s had 

continued to be produced throughout the next decade and a half, albeit in much 

smaller quantities with extremely limited distribution, still inviting tourists to visit 

this “peaceful country.”   

As we have mentioned, it was not until the latter part of this conflictive 

period, when tensions had decreased somewhat and investment in the tourist 

sector had resumed, that a more unified national campaign was launched and 

“Colorful and Friendly” Guatemala became a building block of INGUAT’s 

promotions and the campaign slogan that would dominate marketing materials 

throughout the late 1980s, lasting well into the late 1990s.  Visual representations 

of smiling men, women and children –the majority dressed in traje- were featured 

in the early brochures of the campaign, complemented by condensed histories of 

“the Mayas”: descriptions of what they eat, wear, speak and other details about 

their contemporary way of life. 

Guatemala’s People: Six Million Smiles Guatemala has a population 
exceeding six million people composed partly of native Mayas and partly 
of “mestizos”, a mixture of Mayas and the Spanish that arrived at the 
beginning of the 16th century.  Everywhere in the Indian towns of 
Guatemala you will find living representatives of the age-old Mayan 
civilization that live true to their traditions, beliefs and heritage.  The 
“Quiche”, “Cakchiquel”, “Kekchi” and “Mam” are Mayan dialects that are 
still spoken by today’s natives, however, the majority of the Mayas are 
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bilingual and speak fluent Spanish.  Maize, or corn, continues to be the 
basic staple of the Guatemalan’s diet.  Many of the traditional dances and 
customs of the people continue to be performed and practiced today, such 
as the dance of the palo volador (flying pole) and the commemoration of 
the 260 day pre-Hispanic ritual calendar, known as the quajxaquip baatz.  
All Guatemalans have something in common, they display the warmth and 
cordiality which is offered openly and without reservation to all visitors of 
this land of history and color.  Cultural Interrelations with Western 
Civilization has played an important role in shaping the present 
interpretation of traditions and old customs, but a national trait that has 
always had, and will always continue to have, the meaning of friendship 
and warmth is the smile of the Guatemalan (Guatemala Tourist 
Commission, n.d.). 

In order to make information more easily accessible to tourists, within 

brochure texts produced during the war and early transition period many of the 

complex and contradictory aspects of Guatemalan society (past and present) and 

national history (distant and recent) were recast.  This recasting is achieved by 

glossing over and re-presenting society and history within a unilinear 

chronological framework that simplifies cause and effect relations and social 

taxonomies and reduces social, ethnic and racial heterogeneity and diversity, 

production and reproduction to aesthetic and consumer choices.  Brochure re-

presentations of the dominant discourse’s history offer numerous examples of 

narratives in which ethnic, racial and class conflicts are not mentioned and the last 

two centuries of political and economic transformation are portrayed as a 

relatively smooth period of unidirectional sequential transitions, which culminate 

in the “modern”, “progressive” and “stable” republic it is today – “After the 

Maya, came the Spanish, came the Modern” (Guatemala & El Salvador, 

Guatemala Tourist Commission and El Salvador Tourist Commission, n.d.).   
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Illustration 4.25 After the Maya, came the Spanish, came the Modern 

 
Text reads “The Maya civilization was the highest in the Ancient Western World.  Archeologists 
have discovered much about these remarkable people, but mysteries still remain.  The many 
restored archeological sites in Guatemala and El Salvador have yielded evidence that the Maya 
had developed: an advanced system of writing, a calendar of the solar year, and the mathematical 
concept of zero.  These achievements predated Western Europe by a thousand years.  There are 
literally hundreds of ancient Maya cities scattered throughout Guatemala and El Salvador, and 
many of them have been excavated and partially restored.  In Guatemala the most interesting sites 
are: Tikal in the Northern lowlands.  Zaculeu in the Western mountains and Quiriqua in the East.  
In El Salvador the primary sites are Tazumal and San Andres in the central valley region and 
Metapan in the North.  These mysterious Maya cities flourished for two thousand years; but at the 
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height of their civilization they began to falter and by the time of the Spanish invasion they had 
been abandoned for hundreds of years.  Why the Maya left their magnificent temples, pyramids 
and cities is still an unsolved mystery.  The next great power to leave its mark on Central America 
was the Spanish.  The Spaniards took over in 1524 and ruled for about 300 years.  Spain 
dominated her American colonies with an iron fist and drained them of their wealth and resources.  
Because of such harshness the people soon revolted and gained their independence.  Today these 
two republics are among the most modern and progressive in Central America.  They have 
sophisticated, cosmopolitan cities and excellent highway systems, stable governments and thriving 
economies.  In addition, they are blessed with ideal climates and magnificent natural beauty.” 
Source: Guatemala Tourist Commission  1980s n.d.. 

In these materials, those falling within this homogenous category of 

“Maya” are depicted as sharing a common culture and identity, when in fact there 

are over twenty-six different ethnic groups, among which over twenty-one 

indigenous languages, not dialects, are spoken.  The diversity that these early 

promotions emphasized was in terms of material culture Guatemala’s indigenous 

people produced (i.e., the patterns and colors used in the weavings they wear and 

sell and the local dialects they speak).  In these texts, cultural pluralism and 

peaceful coexistence take the place of ethnocracy, genocide, and civil war.  

Happy, productive, colorfully dressed female and male petty commodity 

producers in semi-urban marketplace settings replace (indeed banish) the war-

time specter of the angry destructive “subversive” (“communist”) male rural 

guerrillas portrayed by the military.  Thousands of years of conquests and 

ideological conflict disappear within the bustling activity and productive 

exchange of the age-old highland marketplace.126

                                                 
126 Although a great diversity of possible subjects was available to promoters- particularly given 
the explosive growth in emerging eco- and adventure tourism that was about to take place within 
the international market- early images in this campaign still relied predominantly on indigenous 
peoples.  The result was that by 1990 there was a striking amount of similarity and repetition in 
those utilized, the result being a great number of somewhat static images of colorfully dressed 
ethnic individuals in either natural or traditional commercial settings. 

 220



Illustration 4.26 Chichicastenango  

 
Source: Guatemalan Tourism Commission, n.d. 
 
Illustration 4.27 Guatemala 1989  

 
Source: INGUAT and Tara Tours 1989. 

 221



This textual pacification required the simplification and homogenization 

of the subjects involved, creating a non-threatening object of, at the very least, 

visual interest and, ideally, of pleasure through beauty.  Sander Gilman explains 

that to create the "good other”, people and places are reduced to objects, and 

objects reduced to images (Gilman 1985:19).  All signs of profanity, disorder, 

chaos and aggression (misery, poverty, and war) which signify the anxiety-

provoking "bad other" are purged from these images in order to produce a product 

that viewers/audiences will find acceptable and hopefully appealing (ibid.).  Thus 

purged, these transition period images created to lure new/”New” tourists to 

Guatemala were homogenous enough to be placed into the category of “Indian” 

(characterized as natural, timeless, geographically remote, mysterious), yet 

heterogeneous enough to still be interesting, in terms of their regional uniqueness.  
 
Illustration 4.28 Chichicastenango and Lake Atitlán  

 
Source: Guatemala Tourist Commission, n.d.  
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Illustration 4.29 Lake Atitlán  

Source: anonymous, n.d.  

Drawing on classic romanticist notions of the primitive, early transition 

period re-constructions of the Indian as natural, timeless, geographically remote 

and mysterious (all traits used in earlier promotional constructions), yet culturally 

heterogeneous, served the internal post-war political priorities of the Guatemalan 

nation-state, while it simultaneously created a product that it could use to tap into 

U.S. and European niche markets, both established and emergent.127  It is here, at 

the point of articulation between nations, that international tourism during the 

transition facilitated the continuation of the national and international colonial 

social relations present both within and between Guatemala and the United States.  

In colonial discourse, typified by persuasion and gloss, the Other is constructed, 

naturalized, pacified and commoditized.  The myth of the paternal state taking 

care of its native people is re-established.  The illusion of the unproblematic 

                                                 
127 See information on emergent markets and “new tourism” in International Labor Organization, 
2001 Report for discussion at the Tripartite Meeting on Human Resources Development, 
Employment and Globalization in the Hotel, Catering and Tourism Sector, Geneva, Switzerland 
April 2-6, 2001, in Part 1, including sections “A changing tourism industry” and “Changing 
consumer preferences.” 
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coexistence and happy interdependence of nations’ diverse ethnicities, races, and 

classes is resurrected.  Colonialist relations between peoples and countries are 

reinforced through the unequal power and spatial relations which current ethnic 

tourism demands, and, as Greenwood argues, power and spatial relations within 

the host society must be reorganized to accommodate the needs and wants of the 

guest. 

In the tourism literature of the 1980s, the image of the “Guatemalan 

Indian” functions as the obligatory conquered “exotic” Other within the respective 

colonial discourses of Guatemala and the United States.128  Within Guatemala, 

these photographs of happy, smiling, intact men, women and children and texts 

recounting their living traditions become technologies of power that attempts to 

re-establish peace-time normalcy, while simultaneously serving as a kind of 

denial of the horror that had been perpetrated against this population for the past 

two decades.  Moreover they functioned as a kind of proof/evidence that not all 

indigenous peoples had been killed and that things could go on as before, 

legitimizing the continued reproduction of relations of domination between 

wealthy foreigners, ladinos and indígenas.  While within the United States, whose 

populations’ memories of the genocide of their indigenous peoples were too 

distant to evoke guilt or fear of retribution, these images depict and reference the 

unspoiled purity of nature.  Indigenous Guatemalans are linked with nature 

through photographs that juxtapose people with mountains, lakes, and animals, 

stressing the connection between nature and the Indian.  Donna Haraway explains 

                                                 
128 For a more in-depth discussion of how colonial discourse creates an obligatory conquered 
other see Homi Bhabha 1983:18. 
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that this need to find “unspoiled” “purity” is part of Western society’s 

“ambivalence about civilization”, “an old theme in U.S. history” (Haraway 

1984:52).  At the same time, these images work to preserve and fulfill the colonial 

dream of the empire abroad (Haraway 1984/85:50).129   

Similar to the images used in the late 1960s, within the discourse of early 

transition era tourism the body of the Guatemalan Indian was consistently used as 

a sign of ethnic and historical identification, a symbol of “tradition”, “the 

past/history” and “otherness”, and for the government a valuable national 

economic resource.  To achieve this, indígenas are dehistoricized in tourism 

industry imagery, through its use of temporal and spatial metaphors of distance, 

visually and textually linking them to Guatemala’s pre-colonial past through their 

physiogamy, environmental surroundings, and geographic distance from urban 

centers.  For decades, such linkages and references have played into broader 

political discourses that either link and place contemporary Mayan populations 

firmly within the nation’s past or use them as a temporal link or bridge between 

the past and present.  All this they do while simultaneously paying homage to 

them for their ability to stoically resist centuries of political and military conquest 

through certain practices and behaviors demonstrating cultural autonomy. 

Where three worlds meet, bridging the centuries.  Three dimensions are 
yours at every turn in Guatemala-the unfathomable world of the Mayas, 
still perplexing archeologists and visitors alike…the lavish Spanish 

                                                 
129 Donna Haraway expands her early ideas related to the connection between the relationship 
between nature, gender, science and knowledge in western civilization in a number of other 
publications including Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature.  New York: 
Routledge (1991); Primate Visions: Gender, Race, and Nature in the World of Modern Science.  
New York: Routledge (1989), and “Situated Knowledges: The science question in feminism and 
the privilege of partial perspective.”  Feminist Studies 14(3): 575-599 (1988). 
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Colonial realm, in all its revealing beauty…and today’s fast-paced surge 
for progress by a nation on the move.  Together they form a fascinating 
composition ranging from the enigmatic and the exotic to the dazzling and 
the inspiring, linking past, present and future (Guatemala: Enchanting 
Gateway to the “Gems” of Central America.  Guatemala Tourist 
Commission, Oct. 1968). 

 
Illustration 4.30  Beautiful Guatemala. Central America: World of 
Fascinating Contrast   

Text reads “Explore the wonders and vivid contrasts of the world’s most exciting vacationland, a 
heritage of the noble Maya race.”   
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Illustration 4.31 a rainbow of exotic contrasts wherever you look  

Text reads “Nature displayed an incredible flair for the beautiful in Guatemala.  Even more 
incredible is that time and man -  spanning over 2000 years and three great civilizations – have not 
only preserved but perfected this natural beauty.  Here, amid dramatic landscapes of mountains 
and lakes, against exotic backdrops of vivid color and splendor – is an array of sights and sounds 
to stimulate and reward you at every turn…Here in one singularly compact setting, you’ll find an 
ideal blend of Latin America’s immense variety, charm, fun, flourish, tradition and romance…”  

Despite this emphasis on distance and isolation, accessibility was a major 

theme within these texts, as it had been for decades: Guatemala’s accessibility due 

to its close geographic proximity to the U.S.; its economic accessibility due to the 

strength of the U.S. dollar relative to the Guatemalan Quetzal; and tourists’ access 

to the region’s sites through improved infrastructure, more diverse travel 

packages/itineraries and more complete information about “relevant” events and 

history. 

So exotic, yet so near-Guatemala has something different for everyone.  
And some of the most fantastic sights and settings in the whole world.  We 
can only hint at their variety and beauty here; you can discover them first-
hand in only 2 hours from Miami or New Orleans, 4 ½ hours from Los 
Angeles and just ninety minutes from Mexico City.  You can also sail on a 
leisurely cruise from major U.S. ports, or drive down the all-weather Inter-
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American Highway.  For business or pleasure, let yourself go to 
Guatemala – Gateway to all Central America (Guatemala Tourist 
Commission brochure, Oct. 1968). 

Guatemala Discover: 8 Day/7 Night Package (US/Guatemala 
City/Antigua/Lake Atitlán/Chichicastenango/Guatemala 
City/USA)…USA; FIT Packages: 3 night (Guatemala 
City/Antigua/Tikal)…Guatemala Fly/Drive Program: Guatemala, the land 
of eternal spring, has an excellent network of roads leading from the 
capital, Guatemala City.  Sunwest Tours has created a fly/drive package 
that covers the most exciting and interesting points of this beautiful 
country…Mayan Escapades: 4 Day/3 Night Package (USA/Guatemala 
City/Antigua/Chichicastenango/Guatemala City/USA).  All available from 
Miami Los Angeles, San Francisco and New York (Sunwest Tours 
brochure 1988-89). 

Despite its limited size and a clear focus on ethnic tourism in the rural highlands 

(“Living Maya”) and the Petén (“Ancient Maya”), Guatemala is promoted as 

having something for everyone.  Modern accommodations and luxuries are 

available within a couple hours drive of “primitive Mayan areas” and “quaint 

colonial villages.”  Cheap yet unique hand-made goods are widely available for 

purchase throughout the country, both formally through shops and roadside stalls, 

and informally by negotiations with non-vendor owners.   

More rare and expensive objects, including pre-owned personal momentos 

(many purported to have ceremonial value and be of museum quality) can also be 

purchased at relatively economical prices.  Archeological and cultural treasures 

hidden or lost for centuries recently uncovered and restored are, through improved 

infrastructure such as roads, airports, hotels, and restaurants, made accessible for 

a one-to-two day visit and “exploration.”  Ceremonial events previously held 

exclusively by and for local populations are documented, their symbolic and 
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historical relevance analyzed, and time and place schedules for enactments and 

reenactments provided. 

In re-presentations, internal definitions of ethnicity are dismissed in favor 

of measurable and marketable visible traits used in external definitions of a group 

or individual’s identity (Adams 1989:482).130  One result of the process of 

external ethnic identification has been the commoditization of those markers, 

particularly woven clothing (Greenwood 1977:129).  Often the boundaries 

between the clothing and the body that wears it becomes blurred.  The 

commodization of the clothing leads to the commodization of the body that wears 

it.  Tourist literature manifests this symbolic extension through images of the 

marketplaces full of “colorful and friendly” indigenous people consumable as 

sights/sites. 

The Guatemala portrayed in tourist literature is, like the images of the 

Guatemalan Indian, a construction.  Tourist literature creates an idyllic and highly 

controlled realm in which the tourist is free to make his or her “every dream come 

true.”  Tourists are encouraged by the literature to consume with their money, 

mouths, noses, ears, eyes, and cameras, and to “Go Mayan.” 

                                                 
130 Adams explains that while internal definitions of ethnic identification stresses the individuals’ 
conception of themselves within society, external definitions pertain more to how the observer 
views the “collectivity” (racially, ethnically, gender).  More than specifying “cultural 
characteristics that differentiate the population from others -e.g., language, social organization, 
clothing, diet, etc.,” external definitions “relate the population to the ethnicity or collectivity to 
which the observer pertains” (Adams 1989:482). 
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Illustration 4.32 idyllic is Guatemala 

 
Text reads “The Mayas called it ‘Gebeloc’ – idyllic.  To Spanish Viceroys it was: “La Tierra 
Esplendida” – the splendid land.  And today visitors from far and near are still coining phrases 
about Guatemala and finding that superlatives don’t do it justice.  Just see for yourself …yours to 
explore: a virtually untouched traveler’s dream: Time has all but stood still in Guatemala.  
And now, modern highways and hostelries let you discover for yourself hertofore unknown 
villages…quaint marketplaces…unique customs, traditions and cultures handed down from 
generation to generation.”  Source: Guatemala Tourist Commission, n.d. 
 
Illustration 4.33 Information about Guatemala.  Go Mayan, Travel 
Guatemala  

 
Source: Guatemala Tourist Commission, n.d. 
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Within the discourse of tourism, persuasive one-dimensional descriptions 

of people and places were common, and conflicting differences were often 

glossed over.  Within the narrative strategies of tourism, gloss and persuasion 

were seen by promoters as necessary steps in making culture and ethnicity more 

easily palatable for tourist consumption.  But, as we shall see in Chapter 5, such 

unbridled public consumption in locations of such socio-economic and political 

inequity, and the relatively easy “adoption” of deeply meaningful ethnic markers 

by wealthy foreigners in places where ethnic conflict has been so violent, has its 

dangers.  Gloss is just that, gloss.  It does not help to seal or heal rifts.  It only 

serves to help social actors move/slide over rough terrain and get through the day, 

leaving travelers unfamiliar with the landscape to, should they be unfortunate, slip 

into the numerous cleavages pried open decades before and fall into the world of 

fear and violence that lays beneath. 

 231



CHAPTER 5 

Daily Transgressions:                                                                  
The Costs and Benefits of Marketplace Participation 

FINDING AND MAINTAINING ONE’S BALANCE ON SLIPPERY TERRAIN: 
MANEUVERING BODIES, BABIES AND MERCHANDISE OUT OF THE HOME AND 
INTO THE MARKETPLACE 

I was always surprised by how cold it was in the early mornings when 

Carlotta would come and nudge me to wake up.  During the heavy tourist season 

she and the other women of the Pérez family would leave San Juan La Laguna to 

go over to Panajachel nearly every morning to tend their roadside puesto (family 

stall) on Calle Santander.  We needed to catch the lancha (small commuter boat) 

that left at 5:30 am in order to get over to Panajachel, run errands, collect the 

weavings stored in the back of a local store owner’s shop and set up the stall 

before the first tourists arrived.  If we missed that boat, another did not leave until 

10:00 am, arriving in Pana at noon, too late to make it worth the trip.  Carlotta and 

Francisco’s children slept heavily beside me, four girls ranging from the age of 

three to fourteen.  We slept huddled together under a combination of old wool 

blankets and weavings that never sold and were now used as cubrecamas 

(bedspreads) and towels.  Although the fleas and the lice bit and made us scratch 

through the night, in bed in the adobe and tin roofed house we were warm and 

dry.  Only the youngest boy, Chus, who still slept in his mother and father’s bed 

would be going with us, but Carlotta would not wake him, but would take him, 

bundled up and sleeping, down the steep hill to the dock.  We drank some sweet 
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coffee warmed over the hearth-stones on the ground and wrapped ourselves in 

more shawls before gathering up bundles of weavings and the sleeping child.   

When we stepped out onto the street, we saw several other women already 

ahead of us, hurrying down the road in the dark towards the Lake and the dock.  

On our way, we stopped by the door of Carlotta’s mother-in-law Dominga’s131 

compound, where Carlotta whistled for her younger sister-in-law, Florinda, who 

lived there with her husband and children and three other sisters and their 

families.  In a few minutes, Florinda emerged with her youngest cradled across 

her chest in a shawl asleep, smiling a greeting without speaking.  With one hand, 

she supported the little girl’s body, while with the other she grasped a large 

bundle.  Carlotta reached down, helping Florinda to lift it to her head, where she 

balanced it, the two quietly laughing as they maneuvered their bodies, babies and 

merchandise in one fluid motion, and together found their balance and started off.   

High on the hill over the lake we could almost always hear the lancha 

approaching and from time to time catch a glimpse of its bow light through the 

mist.  As it neared it would beep its horn, letting the late risers know that their 

time was short.  We were not late yet, but could hear the distant motor through the 

quiet darkness.  “Kataho” (Let’s go) whispered Florinda.  Together we hurried 

down the street to the hill that sloped down to the dock.  The cobblestone streets 

                                                 
131 Dominga was the matriarch of the Pérez family and the original owner of the land where the 
extended family sitio (compound) was located in San Juan.  She was a three-time widow, who 
raised eight children, five of whom as adults lived in the family sitio  with their spouses and 
children.  Dominga raised her children and has helped support them and their children in turn on 
the money she earned from selling textiles to tourists in Panajachel, work she has been conducting 
since the 1960s.  She was 63 years old at the time that this research was begun in 1988.  By the 
time the research ended in 1994, she had been selling textiles to tourists on Panajachel’s Calle 
Santander for nearly three decades. 
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were wet with the moisture of the clouds that cloaked the mountains and towns all 

night and those without the stones were slick with mud.  One had to be very 

careful not to slip, hurting yourself, waking and frightening your child and 

dropping your weavings into the mud- all of which would in a brief misstep abort 

the day’s mission, and send you back home, having wasted much energy and 

reaping nothing.   

When we arrived at the dock, a small group of people were there already 

quietly waiting, some sitting with their heads resting on their knees, their arms 

pulled up around them to shelter their faces from the cold damp.  Dominga, the 64 

year old matriarch of the Pérez family, was already there, calming waiting.  In 

addition to being the mother to Carlotta’s husband Francisco, Florinda and five 

others, and grandmother to nearly two dozen grandchildren, Dominga is well 

known as being the first of the Pérez women and one of the first Juaneras 

(women of San Juan) to begin selling in Panajachel during the late 1960s.  She 

was always there before us, it seemed, no matter what the occasion: sitting, 

waiting, peering over her black framed glasses she used for reading her bible or 

working on some piece of embroidery.  Without any words, we joined her, 

huddling close together.  As she always did when I was with her, Dominga would 

pull me close to her and slip something into my hand -a tortilla, a slice of orange 

or mango- smile and quietly resume what she was doing.   

As the lancha Xocomil pulled up, a young man jumped on to the wooden 

dock, looping the rope over a pylon while helping women with their heavy 

bundles on board.  Lowering our heads, we filed inside the overhang to find a 
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space among the lines of wooden benches.  Most were already full with people 

from the neighboring town of San Pedro La Laguna huddled among bundles of 

weavings and vegetables: Women’s heads bowed over, covered with rebosos 

(shawls); men’s with their straw or plastic cowboy hats tilted forward, covering 

their faces – everyone asleep.  We found a spot, leaned our heads forward over 

sleeping children and bundles, and soon fell asleep.  The boat continued its 

morning migration from lakeside town to town, San Pablo La Laguna, San 

Marcos La Laguna, Tzununa, Jaibalito, Santa Cruz La Laguna– picking up market 

women and men and their goods.   

When the first light began to break through the clouds, the mass of 

bundles and weavings began to shift and move, and from this mass of cotton, 

wool and synthetic fabric emerged small children with messy long black hair, 

babies crying to be nursed and women and men stretching and yawning, rubbing 

their eyes and cracking their fingers.  In the few minutes before docking at 

Panajachel huipils132 were retucked into cortes133, fajas134 tightened and retied, 

hair combed and rebraided, and the zutes holding bundles tightly reknotted.  This 

time, when the boat approached the dock, the sun was shining and everyone was 

                                                 
132 A hand woven and embroidered upper garment used by indigenous women of Guatemala and 
Mexico, with designs associated with particular Mayan communities.  Po’t in Tz’utujil and 
Kaqchikel. 
133 Indigenous women’s loom-woven wrap-around skirt worn as part of traditional Maya women’s 
traje, usually from Totonicapán.  Uq in Tz’utujil and Kaqchikel.  De corte, refers to a woman who 
wears indigenous clothing.  Although the huipil has traditionally been the item of clothing most 
associated with indigenous women and ethnic identity (and certainly the most commodified and 
fetishized within non-indigenous consumer markets), it is the corte and the faja that, when faced 
with the choice of what they can afford to continue using, the women of San Juan continue to use, 
not the huipil.  
134 Women’s belt, which is woven on a back-strap loom.  It is the first item which young girls 
make when learning to weave.   
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awake, warm, dry, and ready.  Young men jumped out before the boat had even 

met the dock, rushing up the street to catch the bus for Sololá, Xela 

(Quetzalenango), or Guatemala City.  Women and children filed out, carrying 

their goods, began making their way to the roadside stalls of Calle Santander and 

to the local food market farther up the road, and the ambulantes (mobile street 

vendors) who had no stalls began selling immediately to anyone they encountered 

on the road.   

“From the time these children are born, they learn to do this”, Dominga 

would muss, slowly lifting –by herself- the heavy bundle at her feet.  “Back and 

forth, back and forth.  Before, it was back and forth from the Coast.  Then it was 

back and forth from the Capital.  Now it is the back and forth from San Juan to 

Panajachel.”  Like the back and forth of the looms, I thought, from which they 

make their living, there is a certain quiet rhythm to this work, a certain 

community of those who, like you, make a living going in and out of Pana’s 

tourist marketplace every day in the same way.  However, the quiet that blankets 

morning journeys such as this is somewhat misleading.  Although this daily 

migration across the lake appears peaceful and uneventful on the surface, these 

women’s departures from their home compounds and communities and their 

participation in the highly public, multi-ethnic and international tourist market of 

Panajachel, have produced, along with many benefits, much tension over the 

years; tensions that have been played out in the blurred margins of the 

marketplace and in the distant communities and the compounds in which these 

women live.   
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As violent episodes in marketplaces across the nation in 1994 involving 

attacks by local people against visiting “foreigners” demonstrated, the ever 

present and building level of tension involved in such work and spaces, although 

not always readily visible on the surface, was not dormant, but very active.  It 

was, as a number of local observers I spoke with at the time mentioned, somewhat 

like the volcanoes scattered throughout the highlands, which mostly just shook the 

ground from time to time, but every once in a great while would explode.  In 

addition to demonstrating the deeper ambivalence and level of potential risks 

involved, the attacks which began in March of 1994 illustrated how, despite the 

neo-liberal vision of the increasing equity of globalizing marketplaces and the 

attempts to establish amicable relations of mutual benefit therein, stability and 

trust within multi-ethnic/race, national and class contexts such as these have never 

been fully achieved.  Indeed, these attacks by local people against tourists and 

other outsiders were reminiscent of the xocomil winds that from time to time 

whipped across Lake Atitlán, disrupting its famously picturesque tranquility and 

threatening to trap, capsize, and pull under any unsuspecting traveler who, 

seduced by its beauty and visions of a brief adventure, had that day ventured out 

upon its waters.   

During the six years that I lived and worked with and visited the Pérez 

family at their roadside stall on Calle Santander in Panajachel and at their family 

compound in their home community of San Juan La Laguna, I saw the clear 

benefits garnered by these women, as well as the heavy toll their decision to 

participate in the public, multi-ethnic and international tourist markets exacted.  

 237



Policed by the state, the municipal government, their employers (patronas) and 

those they employed, as well as by their competitors, neighbors, family members, 

these women carefully walk the narrow path that is open to them which links the 

more formal market-driven institutions within the tourism industry to the 

relatively informal and clientelistic socio-political and economic relations of 

indigenous petty commodity producers within an increasingly privatized 

ethnocratic state.  It is to the daily transgressions that they must bear and commit 

in walking this line in order to participate in this transition era apertura that this 

chapter is dedicated. 

Participation in the marketplace requires that women often not conform to 

and even actively break accepted norms in both the sphere of the market and in 

the sphere of their home life.  In order to capture the differing dynamics of 

transgressive and conformative behavior that by necessity takes place in these 

different spheres, this chapter is divided into two parts.  Part I looks at some of the 

more general dynamics of the Guatemalan tourist marketplace, and specifically 

how they play out within that of the Calle Santander in Panajachel and the Pérez 

women’s work within it.  Part II examines the way this work has affected and is 

perceived within the home community of these women, San Juan La Laguna, and 

the extent to which the home community and compound serve as spaces in which 

the tensions produced by local women's participation in the tourist marketplace 

are released and/or exacerbated.  I will examine how strategies of silence, humor 

(joking and teasing) and violence are employed to diffuse the social tension 

brought about within the family and community due to women's movement 
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toward the increasingly public multi-ethnic commercial sphere.  Women's 

interpretations of their movement in and out of the public sphere as a sign of their 

autonomy (gender and ethnic) and modernity, (often portrayed in early feminist 

ethnography and development analyses as a sign and measurement of individual's 

and community's "modernity") will be contrasted with the interpretations of local 

community members and leaders and international development consultants. 

Part 1: The Tourist Marketplace (Calle Santander, Panajachel) 

A SPACE AT THE SIDE OF THE ROAD 

When asked to describe the tourist marketplace of Panajachel over the 

years, I rarely felt up to the task of quantifying or qualifying it, avoiding the 

inevitable difficulties by opting instead to show photographs and maps, as I shall 

do again here throughout this chapter.  I resorted to this, and still do, in large part 

because I always found it so difficult to capture in words the diversity of 

movements, sounds, smells, textures, goods and the people who filled it.   
 
Illustration 5.1a and 5.1b Calle Santander tourist market 
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Illustration 5.2a and 5.2b Street side food stalls and hospedajes on Calle 
Santander 
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Although I had over six years spent untold hours, days, weeks and months 

sitting on the side Panajachel’s busy Calle Santander and walking up and down 

and back and forth over the many streets which crisscrossed it, the only way that I 

finally found to capture it was through the stories which emerged from the daily 

dramas performed on the margins of the busy camino; the road of “transition, 

growth and social development” that early civilian governments were attempting 

to resurface, broaden, and, if possible, redirect.  Many of these stories recount the 

experiences of a group of indigenous women from the Pérez family of San Juan 

La Laguna, whose members, since the 1960s, have sold típica (hand woven cloth 

or articles made from that cloth) to tourists from the roadside in Panajachel.  It 

was there at their puestos (roadside stalls) that they made contacts with ladino/a135 

and gringo/a136 tourists, international exporters, development workers, and 

anthropologists.137  Their interactions and relationships with these individuals 

demonstrate some of the benefits and pleasures, as well as the costs and dangers 

of indigenous women’s daily decision to participate in the tourist trade and export 

market.   
 

                                                 
135 Ladino is a term used to refer to non-indigenous Guatemalans.  There are many-layered ethnic, 
racial and class components to this definition. 
136 Gringo is a term used to refer to foreigners (non-Guatemalans) in general.  As is the case with 
the term ladino, there are many layer-layered racial and class components to this definition as 
well. 
137 Examples of which are included in this chapter. 
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Illustration 5.3a and 5.3b Roadside stalls on Panajachel’s Calle Santander 
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The tourist marketplace as a liminal space and contact zone 

Casa Azul always seemed to me such a quiet, clean, organized and 

friendly haven during my time around Lake Atitlán.  It was a small private 

residence located on one of the many cross streets that ran perpendicular to Calle 

Santander in Panajachel.  Although just blocks away from Dominga’s puesto 

where the women of the Pérez family sold their goods, it always felt like it was 

worlds away.  Rick and Betty Adams were kind and generous hosts who always 

greeted me with the door open, ready to sit, chat, eat, and patiently listen while I 

attempted to recount the events of the day, week and month.  They were a 

constant source of information and insight as they had lived in Panajachel 

throughout the period I was studying and had witnessed many of the changes and 

phenomena I was trying to research.  They had a unique insider/outsider 

perspective that helped me as I tried to place what I was observing within a 

broader socio-historical and theoretical context.   

One afternoon after a decadent rest in their sunny front sitting room, I 

realized how late it was getting and told them regretfully that I had to be going 

and get back to work.  As we walked to the door and out to the street, Betty asked 

what I was going to do now.  “I have to go and sit for a while on the side of the 

road”, I responded, nodding towards Calle Santander.  She laughed 

wholeheartedly.  Although I had not meant it to be funny, I admit that it did sound 

a bit unusual.  However, it was, empirically speaking, accurate.  I was actually 

going to go sit on the side of the road.  It was after all what we did.  Day after day, 

I sat with the Pérez women at their roadside stall waiting for tourists to come by, 
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watching people and being watched, selling when possible, then packing up to go 

home for the night, only to return the next day to do the same.   

For many subsequent years Betty would laugh when she remembered this 

exchange, good-naturedly introducing me to people as “Jennifer, who when asked 

what she did, would say she sat by the side of the road.”  Embarrassed I would 

always rush to explain that this was part of my fieldwork with indigenous 

marketers.  That I was not just sitting there being lazy or worse; trying my best to 

dispel the common image of dirty, sexually promiscuous “hippies or “Euro-trash” 

sitting by the side of the road in a Guatemalan Gringotenango (or 

Gringolandia)138, stoned.  Although I had hated the way hippies were treated by 

upper class nationals and foreigners, I found myself, when in such more 

prosperous, professional, and academic company, wanting to distance myself 

from them.  “I was working” I would explain, not just passing or wasting time in 

the decadent atmosphere of a tourist town.  I would explain that this was indeed 

hard work, indeed a hard way to live.  I got up early day after day, commuted 

across Lake Atitlán and worked all day copiously taking notes, pictures, drawing 

maps, conducting interviews with marketers and shopkeepers and studying their 

ever changing merchandise and marketing techniques, caring for small children, 

setting up and taking down stalls, etc.  Everyone would laugh, “of course you 

are.”  It was only later that I realized that I was rushing to defend myself in the 

same way that I had seen the women of the Pérez family rush to defend 

themselves when accused by members of their community of being women of 

                                                 
138 Gringolandia literally translated means “Land of the gringo”, a term which like 
Gringotenango, has for years been used to refer to Panajachel. 
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questionable morals, who sat by the side of the road all day, “always in the 

streets.”  Although our audiences were different, the stigma of what we were 

doing and where we were doing it was similar.   

In her book A Space on the Side of the Road: Cultural Poetics in an 

“Other” America (1996), Kathleen Stewart explains that a “‘space on the side of 

the road’ is the site of an opening or reopening into the story of America.”  While 

the spaces she describes are the “hard-core Appalachian coal-mining region of 

south-western West Virginia” (Stewart 1996:3), they are similar in many respects 

to “other like ‘occupied,’ exploited and minoritized spaces” (ibid.) such as the 

roadside highland tourist market of Panajachel which we will be discussing in this 

chapter.  Within these settings, the space on the side of the road “stands as a kind 

of back talk to ‘America’s’ mythic claims to realism, progress, and order” (ibid.).  

It is “both a moment in everyday stories…and an allegory for the possibilities of 

narrative itself to fashion a gap in the order of things – a gap in which there is 

‘room for maneuver’” (Chambers 1991, in Stewart 1996:3).  It is “a space of 

contingency” from which “local voices are launched…and the “truth” of things is 

lodged in the concrete yet shifting life of signs- a network of tellings and 

retellings, displacements and re-memberings” (Stewart 1996:4).  More than a 

space marked by physicality or temporality, “(i)t is a space of story...that both 

back talks America and becomes the site of its intensification in performance” 

(Stewart 1996:4).  It “becomes a place where the effects of capitalism and 

modernization pile up on the landscape as the detritus of history, and where the 
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story of “America” grows dense and unforgettable in re-membered ruins and 

pieced-together fragments” (ibid.).   
 
Illustration 5.4 Goods at roadside stall, Calle Santander 

 

Within the tourist market of Panajachel numerous fragments and signs of 

culture are resurrected, reassembled, re-framed and piled up for consumption by 

the locals’ Others: tourists, travelers, etc.  Although the primary activity of these 

spaces is economic exchange, there are numerous other levels of interaction 
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taking place, ones loaded with historical and social meaning, pleasure, and 

tension. 

As physical, temporal and discursive spaces in which there is room for 

maneuver, the spaces on the side of the road in Guatemalan tourist markets often 

function as ambiguously marked “contact zones” where the diverse members of 

society may rest, meet and speak with one another.   
 
Illustrations 5.5 Roadside marketers selling to tourists  
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Illustrations 5.6 Roadside marketers showing wares to tourists 

 

In Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, Mary Louise Pratt 

uses the phrase contact zone to refer to  

the space of colonial encounters, the space in which peoples 
geographically and historically separated come into contact with each 
other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of 
coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict (Pratt 1992:6). 

Synonymous in her discussion with “colonial frontier”139 Pratt uses the term 

contact zone as “an attempt to invoke the spatial and temporal copresence of 

subjects previously separated by geographic and historical disjunctures, and 

whose trajectories now intersect.”  These spaces 

                                                 
139 Mary Louise Pratt’s discussion of the contact zone focuses on spaces, times and places in the 
colonial history and experience as it pertains to European expansionist perspective: “the frontier is 
a frontier only with respect to Europe” (Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation.  New 
York: Routledge, 1992:7).  Here I use it to refer not only to the effects of more historical European 
expansion, but of more contemporary North American interventionism and economic expansion in 
former European colonies during this post-colonial period.  A critical part of the expansionism I 
am interested in is the pursuit of knowledge through the international scientific expedition, such as 
that discussed by Pratt (Pratt 1992:15-37). 
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foreground the interactive, improvisational dimensions of colonial 
encounters so easily ignored or suppressed by diffussionist accounts of 
conquest and domination.  A ‘contact’ perspective emphasizes how 
subjects are constituted in and by their relations to each other.  It treats the 
relations among colonizers and colonized, or travelers and “travelees”, not 
in terms of separateness or apartheid, but in terms of copresence, 
interaction, interlocking understandings and practices, often within 
radically asymmetrical relations of power (Pratt 1992:7).    

Heavily marked by history (local, regional and global) and the tensions 

created through unequal power relations, the space and time in which the 

colonizer and the colonized meet has embedded in it elements of deep hostility, 

suspicion and resentment as well as the desire, pleasure and relief of 

“connecting.”140  The outcomes of such encounters may vary: actors may uphold 

or challenge accepted norms, “back talk” or reproduce society's social hierarchies, 

embrace or attack.  

In many instances, these marginal safe zones of contact are 

institutionalized as formal places/spaces of exchange, as in the case of roadside 

markets.  Despite efforts to increase their formalization as central sites of social 

and commercial activity (as we shall see below), markets never cease being 

spaces of social and symbolic contradiction and tension, in which the negotiations 

of commerce, class, culture, and categorical boundaries are constantly taking 

place.  Stallybrass argues that it is in the marketplace that... 

we discover a comingling of categories usually kept separate and opposed: 
center and periphery, inside and outside, stranger and local, commerce and 
festivity, high and low.  In the marketplace pure and simple categories of 
thought find themselves perplexed and one-sided.  Only hybrid notions are 
appropriate to such a hybrid place (Stallybrass 1986:27).   

                                                 
140 Here I refer to the humanist effort to find commensurability. 

 250



Marked within local, national and academic thought by marginality, 

alterity, and chaos, the side of the road is a useful metaphor for discussing liminal 

social and geographic sites, and analytic and methodological approaches within 

the anthropological study of gender, class, ethnicity, and travel.  Roadside 

markets are more than just a space where subaltern subjects wander on the 

“margins” of “dominant” culture, resurrecting the “black” and “white” order of 

“center” and “margin”, “self” and “other”, “dominant” and “resistant” culture 

(Stewart 1996:5).  They are places and spaces in which the past, present and 

future are constantly reinterpreted, re-membered and re-presented, where hybrid 

objects are created, sold and consumed, and where social actors usually separated 

by gender, ethnicity, class and nationality may interact and play with the 

boundaries of social hierarchy.   
 

Illustration 5.7 Hybrid goods 
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When the outside world is turned upside down: the daily blessings and risks of 
working in a liminal, post-conflict, contact zone 

The day had started out badly, spilling over from the tense evening and 

day that had preceded it.  The fiesta of San Juan had been over for a week now 

and everyone had enjoyed themselves.  No one had gone to sell in Panajachel for 

nearly two weeks: one week of preparation for the celebration and then there was 

the holiday itself.  No one worked during this time, so there were no weavings to 

pick up or wound thread to hand out and money was short since so much had been 

spent already on new clothes, shoes and food.  Even though most of the Pérez 

women had converted to Evangelicalism years ago, their children still wanted and 

expected new clothes and to be able to go to the fair in the central plaza every 

day.  Their parents did not deny them this, if there was any money available, as it 

was one of the few times of year everyone in town could enjoy themselves 

without having to leave.  The games, music, Ferris wheel, clothes merchants, and 

special religious processions filled San Juan, creating a kind of small town 

carnival atmosphere.   

Francisco, who had converted to Protestantism years ago, (and who acted 

as the minister of their local church for some time) would stay home during this 

week; literally not leaving the house to avoid the social pressure to have a drink 

with a friend and “celebrate.”  Francisco was very clear and did not hide the fact 

that this was one of the main reasons why he converted – that he wanted to not 

drink anymore and to take care of his family.  However, when pressure and desire 

mixed in such an atmosphere, he admitted, it was nearly impossible to resist.  

Therefore, it was better to stay home.  A week after the fiesta was over, men still 
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roamed the streets in the early mornings and evenings having drunk too much or 

looking for a good friend to continue drinking with.   

When it was time for Carlotta to return to Panajachel to sell, she came 

home to find that Francisco had stepped out.  After a couple of very tense silent 

days in which no one went anywhere we all rose early, and Francisco laughing 

and smiling explained that he would go with us to avoid “temptation.”  Carlotta, 

not smiling, gathered up the bundles of weavings and Chus and with little 

commentary hurriedly corralled us all down to the boat.   

When we arrived in Panajachel, the atmosphere was equally tense.  Few 

people were on the street.  At first, we thought it was perhaps because of the 

festivals, or the periodically stormy weather we had been having.  We set up the 

stall and sat down to work.  Carlotta asked me to stay with Francisco and Chus 

while she ran to the food market.  Within moments, she returned panicked.  She 

ran up to Francisco who sat with the newspaper we had picked up from a bench 

and had been flipping through.  Carlotta spoke haltingly to Francisco: it was the 

military.  There had been problems around the quartel in Sololá and they were 

here searching the place, checking documents.  Francisco looked visibly 

frightened.  “They are just checking documents” Carlotta reassuringly murmured 

to Francisco.  A pallor fell over them both as he told her that he had forgotten his 

and that they were back at the house.  

Already the top of Calle Santander was filling with green fatigue clad 

soldiers with Galil machine guns slung over their shoulder.  Male shopkeepers 

with eyes cast down slowly walked inside their shops, surreptitiously 
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disappearing into back rooms leaving their shops unattended.  Similarly, 

ambulantes and male vendors farther down the street melted behind stall fronts, 

into the side alleys behind, disappearing, leaving the street with weavings, 

indigenous women, children, and gringos.  We however had no such exit, as 

Dominga’s stall was one of the first on the street.  Any movement in any direction 

would certainly draw attention.  Carlotta busied herself arranging bedspreads, I 

stood up and began looking at the merchandise, and Francisco shrank back among 

the tejidos, nearly disappearing, holding up the newspaper to cover what might be 

visible of his face.   

The soldiers walked painfully slowly, looking at everyone, approaching 

and surrounding several men who walked out unsuspectingly onto the street and a 

few male hippies who continued to sit on the ground on the edge of the road 

making jewelry nearby.  Unable to move, the three of us froze in characters we 

imagined would be most mundane and non-threatening: I, acting like a tourist, 

Carlotta acting like a marketer trying to make a sale, taking care of her child on 

the side, and Francisco, acting like he did not exist.   

After sweeping the main and surrounding streets, including the alleys, for 

well over an hour, the soldiers returned to the top of Calle Santander, boarded 

several trucks, and moved on down the road to the next lakeside town.  Only then 

did men gradually begin to reappear in storefronts, out of alleys and behind 

newspapers.  “Dios mío.  ¡Qué susto!”, said Carlotta.  Francisco and she sat for a 

moment together, he patting her hand.  Then they began to laugh.  Watching, but 

not understanding, until Francisco lifted the newspaper up from his lap for me, 
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showing me how he had been holding it.  It had been upside down.  “A whole 

hour or more, I have been sitting here praying and I never even noticed.”  We all 

laughed in relief, Carlotta wiping away a few nervous tears.  “I guess God heard 

you” I offered.  “Maybe”, said Francisco.  “Maybe he made me invisible or 

maybe an Indian with a newspaper would have been such a strange sight that they 

did not imagine I could have been an Indian.”  Carlotta, on the way home on the 

lancha, explained that God had protected them that day because they had been 

struggling with temptation and were trying to overcome it; that her weavings, 

which she always tried to use to attract the attention of foreigners, had strangely 

in the case of the soldiers, not drawn their attention, but acted as a veil.  She 

patted the bundle of weavings beside her and said that it did not matter if she had 

not sold anything that day; her weavings had done their job and hidden her 

husband, protecting her family.  As they had always done. 

The corporal pleasures and dangers of the marketplace 

Educating tourists in the collapsing of categories and the blurring of 
boundaries 

As the brochures surveyed earlier indicate, many of the visual images of 

individuals in settings clearly marked as non-urban in the materials from the late 

1940s though the early 1990s, feature indigenous people in traje.141  Indeed, it is 

in large part from traje that the notion of Guatemala as a “colorful” country 

                                                 
141 Traje refers to indigenous clothing.  For women it consists of a huipil (women upper garment, 
refered to as a po’t in Tz’utujil and Kaqchikel), a corte (a wrap-around telar or treadle loom 
woven skirt, refered to as an uq in Tz’utujil and Kaqchikel), a faja (woven belt), and sometimes a 
zute (a large square of cloth used for carrying goods, made from joining various lienzos or lengths 
of woven cloth together). 
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stems.  The collapsing of the categories of nature and indigenous peoples further 

strengthens and, to some extent, rationalizes and naturalizes this national 

identification: within colorful heterogeneous settings are colorful indigenous 

peoples.142  Within these materials, categories of nature and culture meld and 

common interpretations hold that material culture stems from and is 

inspired/influenced by the producers’ natural surroundings, which despite the 

changes brought about by external forces, unproblematically integrates contrasts 

to form “a woven tapestry of color”, cultures, and peoples. 
 

Illustration 5.8 Guatemala in Central America.  A woven tapestry of c olor… 

 
Text reads “A woven tapestry of color…surrounds you every colorful minute of your happy 
Guatemalan holiday.  Nature has blessed this peaceful republic with verdant hills, flowering 
jungles, deep blue seas and mountain lakes and sunny tropical skies.  Indian cultures and traditions 

                                                 
142 In later, more environment-oriented campaigns, this heterogeneity is discussed in terms of the 
setting’s biological diversity. 
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bring flaming costumes, exotic plumage, gay, woven articles, and the dash and excitement of the 
native dance and pageantry.  Spanish colonial architecture forms a startling contrast to the 
ingenious building of the ancient Mayan Indians, and all blend subtly and happily together to 
create a vacation land superb in atmosphere and delightful in fun!” Source: GUATEXPRO and 
INGUAT n.d. 

Within these materials, particularly those attempting to cultivate more 

business-oriented travelers and foreign investment from small and medium sized 

enterprises (SMEs), there was an effort to collapse the boundaries between 

business and pleasure, in which all Guatemala becomes a marketplace full of 

profitable opportunities from which foreign entrepreneurs can purchase relatively 

inexpensive resources for export. 

Combine business with pleasure.  There are many profitable ventures 
readily available.  Consult the National Export Promotion Center of 
Guatemala “GUATEXPRO”, the official government body in charge of 
the promotion and development of international trade.  GUATEXPRO 
knows the opportunities, the regulations, and will gladly answer all of 
your inquiries.  Combining pleasure with business is not such a bad idea 
after all (GUATEXPRO and INGUAT n.d.). 

While it is clear that tourism literature contributes to the commoditization 

of many of the country’s most basic resources (including the country itself), the 

emphasis it puts on the clothing worn by many indigenous people is immense.  

When asked about the role of indigenous peoples and traje in tourism advertising, 

many promoters expressed the opinion that the promotion and commodification of 

clothing should be considered the same as the use of any other commodity or 

product which is held to have a certain visual aesthetic value that people travel 

great distances to see or gaze upon: archeological sites, aviary and mammals 

living in the tropical areas of the Petén, or the lakes and volcanoes of the Central 

Highlands.  However the close relationship that traje has to the bodies of the 
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people that wear it, complicates the activity of the tourist gaze, begging the 

question: to what degree does the commoditization of traje lead to the 

commodization of what lies beneath: the body that wears it?   

Ethnic tourism in Guatemala, in both the distant and recent past, has relied 

heavily on external definitions of ethnicity, “defining cultural characteristics that 

differentiate the population from others -e.g., language, social organization, 

clothing, diet, etc.” (Adams 1989:482).  Many of these external ethnic traits relate 

to the body.  The most highly promoted, commoditized, and fetishized elements 

of which have been the woven cloth indigenous people wear as clothing.  Within 

indigenous communities weaving and traje have served a number of functions: 

use value as clothing, exchange value in trading and marketing, and identification 

value in indicating one’s community, gender and age.  Within tourism literature, 

weaving and traje have become 1) markers that signify not only ethnicity, but  

“tradition” and “authenticity” and, as such, 2) highly sought after commodities.  

In this process, the bodies of the indigenous Guatemalan women who produce, 

wear, and sell these goods have become sights/sites of national historical and 

ethnic identification, functioning simultaneously as “depositories of national 

authenticity” and brokers of Mayan Culture in the leisure industry. 

The collapsing of categorical distinction between clothing and the body 

that wears it has important meaning for how we understand the construction, 

commoditization, and fetishization of what is seen as Mayan culture and identity.  

In the 1989 Ultra article “The Most Colorful Country: Shopping for the vivid 

crafts of Guatemala”, author Melanie Young demonstrates in her narrative 
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construction/ guided tour through the highland marketplaces of Guatemala how 1) 

weaving and indigenous peoples’ “way of dress” are used as temporal links to the 

past, and 2) tourists are educated to interpret these markers. 

(n)o aspect of daily life brings the Indian past into the present more 
dramatically than the Indians’ way of dress.  Long before Cortes’ 
Lieutenant Pedro de Alvarado, marched across their land, the Indians were 
spinning cotton thread and weaving colorful intricate textiles on hip-strap 
looms (Young 1989:22). 

Repeated references to women weaving on back-strap looms are used to help the 

viewer make connections between the present and Guatemala’s colonial and pre-

Colombian past.  Through weaving (process and product) contemporary 

indigenous women are portrayed as being historically and symbolically connected 

not just to the past, but to an ancient, spiritual realm.  The trope of the mysterious 

ancient Mayan past is invoked through descriptions in which contemporary 

weavers are likened to Mayan deities, whose images are born out in steles and 

codices, meaning-laden codes/languages that like the weavings they create today 

are highly symbolic and must be deciphered.  Again, Young: 

(h)owever complicated the patterns, none are merely decorative.  Every bit 
of weaving, embroidery and trim is symbolic…Women, like the goddess 
Ixchel, weave fabric for huipiles on the smaller hip-strap looms (Young 
1989:22). 

Due to the overwhelming emphasis tourism promotions put on traje as an ethnic 

marker identifying the Other, tourists often come to believe that unless indígenas 

wear the “traditional” clothing, they are not “real(ly) Indians.”143  Indeed 

                                                 
143 This is based upon numerous conversations with self-described travelers and tourists over the 
six-year period in which I conducted research in Guatemala on this subject.  This however was not 
an impression held only by visitors.  Indeed, it was commonly expressed by ladinos and foreign 
expatriates who had lived in Guatemala for some years. 
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indígenas are measured as being “more” or “less Indian” according to their 

compliance with this particular external trait of ethnicity.144  Within such an 

interpretive framework, women are considered to be quantitatively and 

qualitatively more indigenous and traditional than men, due to the fact that in 

some areas they tend to wear traje more often than their male counterparts. 

What lies beneath: commoditization, fetishization, and ambivalence 

These promotional narratives repeatedly suggest to tourists that they may 

gain partial access to these highly sophisticated and symbolic age-old languages, 

codes, and spiritual spaces through buying and picture taking.  However, for 

many consumers entry through visual images often does not suffice, and the 

lingering desire to possess the very body that wears it is expressed.  In such cases, 

the boundaries between the weaving (the object to be viewed and consumed) and 

the women who produce and sell the goods (the subject) can become blurred.  

Young reveals the extent to which the boundaries between clothing and the body 

(and its constituent parts such as hair) of indígenas become blurred and in the 

process both become fetishized - something to (in a more reduced, controlled 

form) be possessed and consumed, either visually or physically through 

ownership: “I bought a magnificent Holy Family (nativity) there…The carved 

wood figures are dressed in Indian traje, and Mary has ringlets of Indian hair” 

(Young 1989:26).   

Shopping, sightseeing and photography are promoted in the literature as 

ways of sating this desire and of capturing and immortalizing the temporal and 
                                                 
144 Therefore, indígenas who, due to political, economic or personal reasons, no longer display 
these external markers, are of little interest to tourists or utility to the tourism industry. 
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experiential moment in which the tourist comes face-to-face with, or at least 

catches a glimpse of the Other (Haraway 1989).  In many cases the value 

attributed to the marker becomes so laden with meaning and aesthetic value that 

the actual producers and wearers of the garment are no longer necessary, and the 

marker can stand alone as a desirable sight/site to be visited, gazed upon or 

photographed: “Shopping for – or just viewing and photographing – these 

rainbow-hued works of art is a highlight of any trip to Guatemala” (Young 

1989:24).   
 

Illustration 5.9 Photo of rack of weavings hanging in Santiago Atitlán 
marketplace  

 
Photo and article from Young article next to an advertisement for other high-end luxury home 
furnishings (silver and china).  Source: Young, 1989, Ultra. 
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In this process of separation and alienation, indigenous women often 

become little more than brokers of the ethnically and culturally marked goods 

they are marketing, a living intermediary, simultaneously negotiating its exchange 

value and proving its authenticity.  This transformation is exemplified in cases in 

which indigenous female entrepreneurs working at cultural institutions such as 

museums or tourist centers become brokers of, quite literally, material culture and 

in some cases living additions to the collection themselves.  

Best of all is the Ixchel Museum of Indigenous Costumbres145, which also 
sells exquisite antique and museum-quality huipils and textiles in its gift 
shop.  Indian women on the grounds of the museum also sell textiles 
(Young 1989:24). 

The Museo Ixchel del Traje Indígena (The Ixchel Museum of Indigenous 

Clothing) is dedicated to promoting the conservation, preservation of weaving(s), 

as well as a key facilitator in research, training, and public education related to 

indigenous art forms.  Initially, apart from museum contexts, within tourist-

oriented textile markets little understanding was fostered for the original uses and 

meanings of the weavings to the people who produced and wore them.146  Rather 

shops’ and exporters’ efforts went into taking the weaving and re-creating it and 

re-presenting it to tourists in a form that they would find useful in their daily lives.  

                                                 
145 This refers to the Museu Ixchel del Traje Indígena (The Ixchel Muesuem of Indigenous 
Clothing), located in Zone 10 of Guatemala City. 
146 It should be noted, that indeed the Museu Ixchel is one of the most progressive in its 
representations of indigenous culture and art and works with indigenous weavers and 
communities.  In addition to their collection, the Museu Ixchel publishes numeorus texts on 
weaving, among the most notable are works by Linda Asturias de Barrios (1985) and Guisela 
Mayén de Castellanos (1986).  Carol Hendrickson’s work (1979, 1991, 1995) on women and 
weaving continues to be some of the most important work available in helping to understand the 
role of dress plays in identity formation and change. 
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“One shop owned by an American turns cotton ikat fabrics into jackets, pants, 

skirts, and dresses in the latest styles” (Young 1989:113).   

Although the almost purely consumer oriented, demand side approach 

which dominates small and medium sized businesses (SMEs) within this part of 

the indigenous produced textile sector represents the majority of such businesses 

in Guatemala, numerous alternative trade organizations (ATOs) have developed 

over the years which attempt to address some of the equity issues in the process of 

production and in the marketing and distribution of the product.  Many ATOs 

have developed in tandem with an increasing interest among consumers in the 

origins and authenticity of the goods they purchase, and in some cases in the 

rights and conditions of the workers who produce them.147  Some have adopted 

their business plans to include benefit and profit sharing with producers and the 

implementation of health, education, and training programs for their workers, as 

well as more general community development and environmental restoration 

projects.  In this way, ATOs attempt to work more closely with producers both in 

the process of production and in the distribution of economic gains of the 

endproduct.  Moreover, ATOs seek to alter the traditional process of 

commodification and end-product consumption involved in the marketing of hand 

made goods in international market settings, by presenting consumers with more 

                                                 
147 These are just a few examples of the ways tourists are encouraged by tourism promotions to 
consume weavings as “authentic” goods.  It is often implied in these narratives that by consuming 
or possessing the object that symbolically signifies something sacred, the tourist will be able to 
better experience and understand it.  “For example, if you happen to be in the small village of 
Santiago Sacatepequez, near Antigua, on the Day of the Dead (Nov. 1), you will find the whole 
town at the cemetery, flying huge, gaily decorated kites as a way of communicating with their 
loved ones and ancestors.  Shops also sell the kites” (Young 1989:24). 

 263



information about the effects of their purchase/consumption on those who 

produced it.   
 

Illustration 5.10 Las Manos Catalogue, “Dear Friends”   

 
Text reads “In Guatemala we have integrated our work with the community to raise the residents’ 
quality of living.  We built, operate and fund a school.  It serves the children of our workers and 
local children who have a hard time financially.  Our school is free, including all books, supplies 
and snacks.  Class size is limited to 25 students.  Our school is now being used by the Guatemalan 
government as a model for their schools.  At the school is a medical clinic open to anyone.  We 
also have an agricultural project, experimenting with alternative food sources and a reforestation 
project, using eucalyptus trees” Source: Las Manos Catalog n.d.:2.  
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Illustration 5.11 The Town of Panajachel, nestled between the hills 
surrounding Lake Atitlán Guatemala  

 
Text reads “Children of our free school, including Juan Gelada who is pictured here, plant 
eucalyptus trees as part of Las Manos agricultural and reforestation projects in Guatemala.  
Eucalyptus is planted as a renewable resource.  It grows rapidly in Guatemala, taking just eight 
years to mature.  The trees are useful in many ways including firewood kindling from the limbs 
and easy-to-mill beams used for housing from their large trunks.  The leaves and acorns are used 
for medicinal purposes and are also a natural insect repellant.  Juan says:‘Nature makes me happy 
and is very beautiful, but there are people who don’t take care of it.  I would like to thank Las 
Manos for bringing us the little trees (arbolitos).  Here I am planting a little tree as you see in the 
photo’” Source: Las Manos Catalogue, n.d.: 3. 
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Within certain global market niches in which consumption is politicized 

and consumers purchase in solidarity or to support certain causes, the products of 

ATOs have been successful and remain competitive.  This does not mean 

however that they do not modify end products in ways that are similar to 

traditional small and medium size retail and export businesses, for indeed they do.  

In fact, one can often not tell the difference between the different groups’ 

products. 
 
Illustration 5.12 Embroidered denim jacket and belts   

 
Source: Las Manos catalogue, nd:3. 
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Illustration 5.13 Handwoven Patchwork Jacket from Guatemala  

 
Source: Las Manos catalogue, nd:5. 
 
Illustration 5.14 Huipil jackets 

 
Source: Las Manos catalogue, nd:11.  
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Illustration 5.15 Huipil Jackets and handwoven bags 

 
Source: Las Manos catalogue, nd:15.  
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Illustration 5.16a Hand Embroidered Children’s T-shirts  

 
Source: Las Manos catalogue, nd:24.  
 
Illustration 5.16b Quetzal Long Sleeved Hand Embroidered T-shirt: 
Astrology Long Sleeved Hand embroidered Tees 

 
Source: Las Manos catalogue, nd:24.  
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The emergence of such alternative trade organizations speaks to some of the 

deeper underlying contradictions in the commodification of indigenous produced 

handmade products, and the ambivalent feelings consumers have about producers 

and the contradictory, tense and potentially conflictive interactions that emerge in 

the pleasurable experience of selling and buying (production and consumption) 

those goods.148

The value placed on markers and elements of indigenous culture which are 

easily commoditized, compared to the position which the producers and wearers 

of the goods hold within Guatemala, speaks to an underlying ambivalence which 

both Guatemalan ladino and much of Western societies (the U.S. in particular) 

share vis a vis the role of contemporary indigenous peoples.  Indigenous 

Guatemalan social critic Demetrio Cojtí Cuxil explains how in Guatemala, ladino 

“ambivalencia con respecto al indio” (ambivalence in respect to the 

Indian/indigenous people) manifests itself. 

Se le odia y se le ama simultáneamente.  Se le admira por su pasado 
histórico, glorioso, pero se le trata con desdén e indolencia en el presente.  
¡Qué vivan los indios que hicieron las pirámides de Tikal!  ¡Qué vivan los 
indios que hicieron las estelas de Quiriguá!  Pero…¿y los cuatro millones 
de indios que hay ahorita en el altiplano?  Bueno, esos “que no vivan.”  Se 
admira el arte del indio actual, su cultura, su música, etc.; pero no se 
reconoce a la persona dueña y generadora de ese arte y de esa cultura.  
También se le considera al indígena como testimonio y depositario de la 

                                                 
148 Organizations such as Las Manos try to mediate these tensions by clearly stating the benefits 
consumer consumption will bring to the producers.  More traditional retailers simply try to offer 
incentives of low prices and distance themselves from labor related issues to the best of their 
ability.  
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“autenticidad nacional”, pero se le obliga a permanecer avasallado o que 
se conforme con la asimilación (Cojtí 1991a:9).149

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Cojtí and other indigenous Guatemalan 

intellectuals have discussed how the role assigned by the nation-state to 

indigenous people within contemporary Guatemalan society has been that of 

objetos folklóricos (folkloric objects): a people tied to the past, not the present or 

the future of the nation.  This has, probably more so than for any other members 

of this population, been the case for indigenous women involved in the tourism 

industry.   

Denied the status of autonomous citizens in contemporary Guatemalan 

society and struggling against limitations imposed by gender and class relations 

within their home communities, indigenous women have participated in the 

national economy and discourse only within tightly circumscribed parameters.  

These socially, politically and economically prescribed parameters are 

geographically mapped out in their daily lives, physically limiting their access to 

images, information, and resources.  The result is that few contemporary 

indigenous marketers are even aware of the images or campaigns described here 

and in Chapters 3 and 4, in which they, like their mothers and grandmothers 

before them, function as markers and marketers of “authenticity”, “tradition”, 

                                                 
149 “They simultaneously hate them and the love them.  They admire them for its historic, glorious 
past, but treat them with disdain and indolence in the present.  Long live the Indians that built the 
pyramids of Tikal!  Long live the Indians who made the stelas of Quirigua!  But…what about the 
four million indians that currently inhabit the altiplano?  Well, these, ‘May they not live.’  They 
admire the art of contemporary Indians, their culture, their music, etc.; but they do not recognize 
the individuals as the owners and producers/generators of theis art and this culture.  They also 
consider indigenous people to be a kind of testimony and depository of ‘national authenticity’, by 
forcing them to stay dominated (or envassaled) or to conform to assimilation.” 
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“Mayan culture”, and to a lesser extent the non-threatening “beauty” and “allure” 

of femininity.   

While largely unaware of the plethora of promotional materials produced 

within the tourism industry drawing visitors and consumers to Panajachel and 

their roadside stalls, the Pérez women were very aware of many of the dynamics 

of commoditization, of both the traditional and the alternative forms of 

international trade that existed, and of the many pleasures, tensions and 

ambivalence that lay beneath their interactions with national and international 

tourists, comerciantes (wholesalers), patrons/as (patrons/contract buyers and 

exporters) and members of their home communities.  From the perspective of 

their position, their future success depended far more on their cultivation and 

maintenance of these personal relationships (i.e., giving what they like/whatever 

they want), no matter how conflictive or marginally effective, than it did on the 

production and distribution of any image –no matter how colorful and idyllic- 

through glossy brochures or magazines.  

“LO QUE LES GUSTAN” (WHATEVER THEY LIKE): POSITION, PREFERENCE, 
AND PURCHASING POWER 

A market is the crucial point in San Juan La Laguna’s small petty 
commodity systems (Sheldon Annis’s term applied to San Antonio Aguas 
Calientes in God and Production – 1987).  A stable market through export 
contacts, such as those utilized by Lee Ann Ward (the U.S. lawyer who 
helped to found the women’s weaving project Los Artesanos de San Juan 
in the mid 1980s, which functions like and works with alternative trade 
organizations – ATOs) and those used by Dominga’s daughter Socorra 
(i.e., the Mexican and Italian couple she works with who have a shop in 
Southern Mexico – pure private sector) is thought to guarantee one a sure 
road to financial stability, if not wealth.  Without that market – that 
guaranteed buyer- one may pass countless days tending puestos (roadside 
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stalls) in Panajachel or walking about the restaurants and hotels of Pana 
offering one’s goods to passing tourists (excerpt from field notes 7/26/89). 

A view of the tourism industry from a space at the side of the road: the 
perspective from the Pérez women’s stall on Panajachel’s Calle Santander 

 
Illustration 5.17a and 5.17b Tourists taking photos and videos  

 
Two male tourists photographing three little girls. 
 

 
Three female tourists video taping Carlotta and I sitting at the Pérez stall. 
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When I began conducting research on the tourism industry and the role of 

indigenous women marketers in 1988, I was surprised to find that most of the 

women who worked as marketers in the busy marketplaces of highly promoted, 

popular tourist destinations such as Panajachel, had little or no familiarity with the 

vast marketing literature which was produced to draw foreign and domestic 

tourists to them, in which they were to varying degrees the primary subjects of 

interest.  
  

Illustration 5.18 Lake Atitlán, Chichicastenango  

Source: Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo, n.d. 

 274



lllustration 5.19 Lago de Atitlán Guatemala  

 
Source: Guatemala Tourist Commission, n.d. 
 
Illustration 5.20 Lake Atitlán 

 
Text reads “Enter a blue world, gleaming beneath the sun – Lake Atitlán.  Hemmed in by 
mountains and volcanoes, Atitlán outshines even the glories of Switzerland, and is certainly one of 
the most beautiful treasures of the New World.  Scattered about the lake are contemporary resort 
hotels offering every amenity and sport, as well as Indian villages carrying the names of the 
Twelve Apostles.  Lake Atitlán will become your favorite hideaway.” 

Nor did they show much of an interest in the materials, viewing them as 

useful only to foreigners and irrelevant to their own work.  After much inquiry 

and observation, it became clear that their unfamiliarity and disinterest were in 
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part due to the fact that their daily schedules and paths of interaction rarely 

coincided with the elite hosting environments where the print and electronic 

images were disseminated and never intersected with the people who created 

these images.  Lack of literacy and fluency in Spanish further limited their access 

to such texts should they have encountered them.  Indeed, fluency in Spanish 

would not necessarily have guaranteed them greater access as, even in Guatemala, 

most brochures distributed tended to be printed in languages other than Spanish.  

Despite women’s repeated daily interactions with tourists, local businesspeople 

and various exporters, few ever referenced, discussed or shared materials that 

promote the area. 

However, lack of access to the official promotional materials and 

narratives produced by the State and private companies did not mean that 

indigenous female marketers working in the tourism industry did not play a role 

in the marketing of images in the Guatemalan tourism industry.  It simply meant 

that their methods/forms of promotion tended to take place on a more personal 

and localized level, in more individualized and particularized forms, in more 

liminal spaces and places.  Sitting by the side of the road on the streets of 

Panajachel, well outside the gates surrounding lakeside hotels and the clean clear 

glass windows of Pana restaurants and far from the Guatemala City INGUAT 

offices of Zone 4 where many of the materials originated, indigenous women 

marketers also worked to lure tourists and other forms of potential buyers to them.   

Although these women did find various ways of exercising power within 

the social contexts and physical spaces sanctioned by the Guatemalan State and 
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currently existing tourism markets – by this I refer to the small wooden road side 

stalls that by law they were allowed to maintain- the variety of methods they 

exercised were somewhat limited and the degree to which they were successful, 

minimal.  The women of the Pérez family who tended the family stall on Calle 

Santander constantly discussed the relatively limited benefits their participation in 

the marketplace brought them, their family and their community, weighing them 

against the comparatively high socio-political costs they incurred (and risks they 

took) for their participation within their home communities.  The roadside tourist 

market of Calle Santander, the only place they could find to occupy, was in many 

senses a liminal, unstable, dirty, and potentially dangerous place.  The Pérez 

women made it clear that they worked there because it was one of the only 

income-generating activities they could find for which they had the requisite skills 

to competitively participate, and which would allow them maintain their homes 

and families and continue to live in their communities. 

The strategies and tactics used for cultivating profitable long-term socio-

economic relations within local and regional contexts have had variable success 

when transferred to the international stage and targeted at international audiences.  

Local and even national notions of reciprocity and long-term social obligation 

based on a hierarchical relations of class and ethnicity do not translate very 

effectively to international audiences who are interested in short-term economic 

profit or fostering the development of more egalitarian social relations.  With 

those interested in fostering socio-economic development, marketwomen’s efforts 

to cultivate close personal and even fictive kin relations (i.e., asking one to be a 
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godparent to a newborn or naming one’s child after a visiting foreigner or ladino 

involved in some kind of local development project, etc.) has some success.  

As local producers and marketers in the tourism industry, indigenous 

women from San Juan are able to exercise power by controlling, to varying 

degrees, the environment in which they market and the interactions that take place 

within it.  These women’s control is based upon their role as producer and 

distributor of the good and as such their possession of knowledge about the 

product being marketed and its producers.   
 
Illustrations 5.21 Juaquina tending baby and goods at puesto 
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Within the market of Panajachel, tourists seeking “authentic goods and 

experiences” often question distributors about the origin, quality, and social uses 

of the products.  Using themselves as a point of reference, the Pérez women relay 

information about both the good and themselves, emphasizing their status as 

producers, indígenas, and mujeres.  This information provides a highly loaded 

sociopolitical frame, a context within which the consumer will now view the 

good, assign it a given meaning within this newly established interpretive field, 

and calculate its worth.   

Critics who analyze the production and marketing of arts and crafts 

specifically for tourist markets argue that much of the desire for handmade goods 

stems from Western consumers’ own alienation from the means and mode of 

production.150  We could therefore interpret the women’s establishment of their 

craftsmanship and their direct relation to the production of the good as being a 

sign of their awareness of the importance of this lost relationship to the Western 

consumers who lament the loss of craftsmanship within their own highly 

industrialized societies.  To an extent, such awareness does exist.   

Beyond the good itself and the issue of its origin, composition, aesthetic 

value, and quality, is the social interaction/contract of the purchase itself in which 

“honesty” and “truth” between seller and buyer vis a vis the object are constantly 
                                                 
150 Nelson Grayburn’s 1976 Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions from the Fourth World 
(Berkeley: University of California Press), Dean MacCannell’s 1976 work The Tourist (New 
York: Schocken Books), Valene L. Smith’s (ed.) 1977 Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology of 
Tourism, and Dennison Nash’s work (1977, 1981, 1984) pioneered the exploration of the 
relationship between elite travel to the “developing” and “underdeveloped” areas, including 
discussions of the role of the brokering of indigenous hand-made goods.  Later works such as John 
Urry’s 1990 The Tourist Gaze and Dean MacCannell’s 1992 Empty Meeting Grounds: The Tourist 
Papers offer interpretations which are influence more by Foucault and postmodernism than their 
more materialist, Marxian predecessors. 
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an issue.  The nature of the social contract of a sale between indigenous marketer 

and foreign tourist is never assumed (i.e., that the seller is telling the truth about a 

product, and that the buyer is being transparent about the amount they have to 

spend).  This is in part because the participants (both seller and buyer) do not have 

face-to-face interactions on a regular basis and, in most cases, do not share either 

a history of debt and reciprocity or the likelihood of future economic relationship.  

Nevertheless, for some marketers who have longstanding businesses in a specific 

space, their reputation as honest dealers matters.  For Dominga, who has sold 

goods for nearly three decades and has depended on it for raising her children and 

grandchildren, fear of even the remotest chance of buyers returning to confront 

her about their purchase or her honesty in negotiation, requires that she not only 

be aware of differing levels of quality, variety of consumer aesthetic preferences, 

but also that she tell potential buyers the truth “de una vez.”  Although she is 

aware that this might decrease the quantity of sales she makes, it is a risk she is 

willing to take. 

Azul, sí.  Cuando lava, sale muy fuerte el color.  Pero si uno quiere muy 
azul, sale muy bonito.  Pero hay veces que la gente quiere así y a veces la 
gente no le gusta.  Sí.  Porque yo puedo suplicar y puedo preguntar “¿Que 
hilo quieren?” y decir que el trabajo es fino si ellos quieren trabajo fino, o 
si ellos quieren trabajo así bajo en precio, que es de segundo.  Pero les 
muestro a ellos, para que no pueden confundir con este trabajo.  Les digo 
lo que es la verdad.  Porque hay gente, “Este es un trabajo fino”, dice - 
pero es de segundo el hilo.  Pero yo no puedo engañar a la gente, porque si 
mi trabajo se va al Estado y cuando regresan me dicen este trabajo no 
sirve, ¿qué hago?  Y si la mujer me dice“tal tanto caro” ¿y no puedo decir 
que la mujer es mentirosa?  Mejor les puedo decir de una vez cuales son 
los trabajos finos y cuales son los trabajos que no son buenos.  Sí, eso le 
puede decir yo a la gente.  Mire, ayer, mire vendí este zute grande.  Sólo 
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esa vendí Xeni.  Pero gracias al Señor, lo vendí por cien (quetzales) 
(Dominga, 64 years old, more than 22 years working in Panajachel).151

Although different from the more established patron-client relations these 

women maintain with wealthier indigenous women, local ladinos and patronas, 

the Pérez women have developed strategies for engaging passing tourists and 

convincing them to purchase at the moment, and if possible to return to become 

repeat buyers.  They and many of their fellow marketers are very aware that many 

of tourists browsing the Santander market have not come necessarily to shop, but 

to pass the time, see indigenous people in traje and the Lake.  Given this and the 

competitive environment that surrounds them, the Pérez women understand the 

importance of engaging the individual personally and, if possible, securing an 

immediate purchase, since the likelihood of return is minimal.  Being a successful 

marketer therefore depends not only on having goods that are considered to have 

some value, but of being an effective speaker and appealing to the buyer’s sense 

of curiosity, uniqueness, and, if possible, social responsibility.  Successful 

economic exchanges with tourists are often preceded by social interaction in 

which other exchanges are made: words, time, information, or images. 

                                                 
151 “Yes, blue.  When you wash it a great deal of color runs out.  But if a person wants/likes a 
strong blue color it comes out beautifully.  There are those people who want/like it that way and 
there those who do not like it.  Yes.  I can try to talk to them and ask them ‘What type of thread do 
you want?’ and can say that the work is fine/high quality, if what they want is fine work, or that 
the work is somewhat lower in quality, if what they want is a low price.  But I show it to them, so 
that they are not confused about this work.  I tell them the truth.  Because there are people who 
say, ‘This is high quality work’  - but the thread is second tier.  But I can’t cheat people, because if 
my work goes to the United States, and then the people return and say to me that my work was no 
good - what can I do?  If the woman (who has bought something) complains to me that it was so 
expensive, and I can’t say that the woman is lying?  It is better to tell them right off which piece is 
high quality and which are not.  Yes, that is what I can say to the people.  Look, yesterday I sold 
my large zute.  It is the only thing that I sold, Xeni.  But thanks to God, I sold it for 100 quetzals.” 
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Hay veces que nos sacan fotos…y ellos plactican: “¿De qué lugar viene 
esa ropa?”  Entonces nosotras les decimos “Esa viene de San Juan La 
Laguna.”  Y hay veces que dicen que “Es mejor al regreso.”  “Y porque no 
la lleven de una vez ahora”, les decimos nosotras.  Así, poco a poco, nos 
compran (Carlotta, 36 years old, 4 years working in Panajachel).152

Of all the methods used, conversation remains the primary and most 

effective method women use in obtaining information about the potential 

consumer and in doing so, establishing a sense of intimacy.  Marketers are 

extremely aware that personal contact via conversation is one of the most 

effective ways of securing a purchase from an individual who may not show any 

interest in the product itself, but rather in the people who produce or market it.  

Describing what she termed as a “guilt purchase” one twenty-six year old North 

American woman explained “I had to buy it.  I mean, we talked for almost an 

hour.”   

Personal contact with the consumer also increases the likelihood that the 

consumer will return, making repeated purchases from someone they feel they 

“know.”  

Los gringos son los que vienen a comprar algo, los que viene de 
Norteamérica.  Hay unos que me conocen.  Cuando vienen, me hablan.  
Cuando vienen aquí en este lugar, me compran cositas.  “Gracias a Dios” 
les digo a ellos, porque sé que ellos me quieren mucho porque me 
compran algo así, cositas allí, lo que ellos les gustan.  Sí.  Hasta que hay 
veces que llegan y sí, me compran mucho.  Así pasé con mi pobreza.  Sí. 
Así pasé.  Ahora, gracias a Dios, que tengo un poquito de venta.  Pero es 
poquito, no es mucho.  Sí, no es mucho.  Pero, ¿qué hago? (Dominga).153

                                                 
152 “Sometimes they take our picture…and talk to us: ‘Where do these clothes come from?’  So 
we tell them ‘This comes from San Juan La Laguna.’  There are times they tell us that perhaps it 
would be better to buy it on their way back.  ‘And why not just take it now,’ we tell them.  In this 
way, little by little, they buy something from us.” 
153 “The gringos are the ones who come to buy something (those who come from North America).  
There are some who know me.  When they come by, the talk to me.  When they come to this 
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Despite the apparent feelings of fondness and intimacy the buyer and seller share 

during these interactions (e.g., me quieren mucho), their relationships are still 

defined primarily in terms of purchase and exchange (e.g, “Los gringos son los 

que vienen a comprar algo”, “me quieren mucho porque me compran algo 

aquí”).  Regardless of the conversation which precedes it, marketers must still be 

able to read the preferences of potential consumers and conduct the commercial 

interaction in such a way as to make sufficient profit, always assessing the 

likelihood that their buyers’ consumption may be repeated/sustained.  

Finding alternative ways of merging into the busy transnational “traffic in 
culture” 

Made aware of the volatility and vulnerability of the tourist market by the 

periodic swings in sales -the worst in local memory being during the years of the 

violence and the boycott (the latter of which, these women were completely 

unaware)- and the seasonal nature of the industry, various members of the Pérez 

family have made repeated attempts over the past decade to expand their 

businesses beyond sporadic street side tourist sales, making great efforts to 

cultivate international contacts that could lead to export.  As we shall see, results 

have been mixed.   

Although the Pérez women have guarded and made good use of the 

marginal space –their roadside puesto- available within the textile and tourism 

market over the last three decades and did not consider relinquishing it, they were 

                                                                                                                                     
place, they buy little things from me.  ‘Thank God’, I say to them, because I know that they care a 
great deal about/like me because they buy something, little things, things that they like.  Yes.  And 
there are times when they buy a lot.  It is in this way that I am able to bear/get by in my poverty.  
Yes.  This is how I have gotten by.  Now, thank God, I have been able to sell a little.  But just a 
little, it is not much.  Yes, it is not much.  But, what can I do?”  
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in constant search of alternatives, be it with patronas, women’s proyectos 

(projects) –asociaciones (associations) or cooperativas (cooperatives)- since, in 

their opinion, the low quantities, marginal profits involved and seasonal nature of 

weaving and marketing through roadside sales to tourists had “no future.”  What 

did have some kind of a future, in their opinion, was contract work for local 

storeowners and international exporters.  Numerous small and medium sized retail 

and export businesses, such as the one Young referred to in her article, lined the 

streets of Calle Santander and the roads that intersected it, many of which were 

only showrooms for export businesses, functioning like a string of nodes linking 

webs of producers and marketers to an even vaster web of international 

consumers.   
 

Illustration 5.22a, 5.22b, 5.22c, 5.22d Shop fronts in Panajachel 
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While many of these small storefronts in Panajachel were at the time of 

this study run by indigenous people and local ladinos, a significant number were 

owned and operated by foreign small business people who bought and exported 

típica.   

The Panajachel shop owners and exporters, who pre-ordered and bought 

weavings from local indigenous producer and marketing networks such as that of 

the Pérez family were referred to within indigenous producer and marketer circles 

as patrons/as (patrons/exporters).154  The majority of the patronas that the Pérez 

women worked with were women who traveled back and forth from their home 

countries to Guatemala, buying and selling, maintaining a business and residence 

                                                 
154 Patrón/a can be translated to patron, master, boss, guardian angel.  It is a term used by 
Juaneras (women from San Juan La Laguna) to refer to large-scale buyers and exporters of tejidos 
(weavings), what is referrred to within the business as típica (hand-woven cloth or articles made 
from that cloth). 
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base in each location.  They differed in this way from the foreign comerciantes 

(wholesalers) to whom indigenous marketers sell already-made goods from their 

roadside stalls.  Unlike patronas (patrons, intermediaries who work with 

producers through orders), comerciantes (wholesalers) usually just fly down to 

Guatemala periodically to buy moderate quantities of goods for their businesses, 

stay a short time, maintain no national base, and are rarely repeat customers.  

Although the Pérez women were happy to do business with comerciantes due to 

the quantity of goods they purchase, the lower prices these one-time wholesale 

buyers expected from indigenous markets sometimes reduced prices to production 

or at times below production costs.  While women agreed to such terms of 

exchange when business was slow or there was an urgent need for cash, which 

was almost always the case, their preference was to work under pedidos (orders) 

from patronas. 
 

Illustrations 5.23 A comerciante buys from men and women of San Antonio 
Palopó in the Panajachel market 

 
The negotiation begins with a casual browsing of goods, in this case pulseras (handbraided string 
bracelets). 
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Illustration 5.24 Negotiating price and quantity 

 
After the buyer has determined he is interested in buying the goods, he begins negotiating prices 
and quantities with the man in the group.  Women and children are the producers of pulseras. 
 
Illustration 5.25 Tallying the bill and recording the transaction 

 
The buyer writes down information about the transaction as women from San Antonio Palopó 
look on. 
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Illustration 5.26a and b Payment and departure 

 
Money is exchanged, between men. 
 

 
Women attempt one last sale as buyer drives away. 

From the perspective of the Pérez women working by pedido for a stable, 

dependable and just patrona was the goal.  Few, however, were fortunate enough 

to achieve it.  While the more successful marketers within San Juan, such as 

Dominga’s daughter Socorra, spoke very fondly of the patronas they work with 

and have over the years developed and continue to maintain close fictive kinship 

bonds with them, the other women in the Pérez family such as Carlotta and 
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Juaquina who have worked with patronas have not been as fortunate.  Unlike the 

case of Socorra, who has developed a large network of patronas and clientes 

(clients) throughout the Central Highlands, Carlotta and Juaquina (as well as some 

of the other Pérez sisters – all daughters of Dominga) have rarely worked with 

any patronas based outside of Panajachel.  And unlike Socorra, who never 

markets her goods at roadside stalls to tourists or comerciantes, and works 

exclusively and full-time by contract with her export connections, the other 

sisters’ employment with patronas who run store fronts and export was sporadic 

and the payment for their goods and services relatively low and erratic.   

Far from dependable, close fictive long-term relationships, the majority of 

the Pérez women’s’ relationships with the patronas they worked with were tense 

and clientelistic (highly marked by class and race), inequities and distances that 

were re-created and enforced in their interactions by verbal reprimands, spatial 

segregation, and, on occasion, the denial of payment for services rendered.  

Within such relationships, pedidos -orders involving the verbal contracting to 

produce and deliver a set number of specific goods based on muestras (prototype 

models/patterns), with set terms of payment and delivery- were not dependable 

mechanisms for contracting work and ensuring payment.  Rather, they were 

legally non-binding contracts: risky ventures in which the indigenous marketers as 

intermediaries were usually forced to carry all of the costs and risks of production 

and delivery, at which time prices may have fallen or only part of the original 

order accepted, leaving a sometimes unsellable surplus or specific items which 

had no local use/function.   
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Despite the clear difficulties of working by pedido with patronas, as 

streetside vendors the Pérez women continued to highly value their relations with 

these foreign women.  With the exception of situations in which patronas were 

“demasiado abusivo” (too abusive), they and other indigenous marketwomen still 

continued to try to cultivate business relationships with patronas (even ones that 

had particularly bad reputations for non-payment and being abusivo) in the hope 

that someday they might secure a more stable work situation, be able to leave 

their street side work, and make a living by working solely within exporter 

contracts (Burtner 1993).  In the meantime, however, they maintained their 

roadside stall on Calle Santander for marketing to tourists, using it as their 

primary space from which to work.  Although less lucrative, it allowed them to be 

“más independente” and represented a stable, dependable fall back position: a 

buffer against “tiempos difíciles”, “mala suerte”, and the constant and often 

volatile fluctuations in events, preferences, and tempers to which their type of 

work was so vulnerable, and over which they as marketers had little or no control. 

Taking orders: the vulnerability and volatility involved in expanding into the 
international market 

One morning after an early arrival in Panajachel, after the stall was set up, 

Carlotta asked me if I could watch the two youngest children, Gloria and Chus, 

while she ran an errand.  One of her patronas owed her money and she had some 

new weavings for her ready and thought she would use the drop-off as an 

opportunity to ask for the money owed.  I took the two children and while another 

family member watched the stall, I walked them up to the Panajachel food market 

to buy them something to eat.  After close to an hour the youngest began to ask 
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for his mother.  After another half-hour, he began to cry for her, loudly, and 

would not be placated by food or toys.  His older sister said she knew where the 

store was and we could look for her there.   

As we walked up to the store, we saw Carlotta standing in the road, next to 

the storefront with the bundle of weavings beside her.  When she saw us, she 

anxiously waved us to come closer; shooing us to the side that faced the adjoining 

building.  I asked her if she was finished with her business, because the youngest 

was hungry and needed to nurse.  She said no, that she had been waiting for them 

to see her this whole time and had only now been noticed and had been able to 

ask to see the patrona to drop off the weavings.  She was hopeful though because 

she knew the patrona was there since she had seen her through the door, sitting in 

the back office.  She would have to just wait some more.  Unwilling to leave his 

mother, Chus stayed with Carlotta.  I took Gloria and walked up and down the 

block for another half-hour, looking in store windows and fronts.  Circling back, 

we saw Carlotta in the same spot, only this time sitting on the curbstones in the 

hot sun, nursing her son, who sweated and drowsed in her arms.  She said that the 

storekeeper had not yet come out to her, but that she would just wait, as she 

needed to do this drop off and had to pay the women who weaved for her when 

she returned home that evening.  Gloria and I turned around and began walking 

up and down the street again.   

Upon returning, we saw Carlotta sitting eyes closed, holding the baby limp 

with sleep in her arms.  Not wanting to disturb them, I stepped up onto the 

curbstones and into the cool shade of the shop in front of which Carlotta was 
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waiting.  Browsing along the racks, I marveled at the way in which San Juan 

made lienzos155 had been transformed into jackets, shirts, dresses, and skirts.  

Walking along with Gloria holding onto my hand, she smiled, pointing, saying, 

“My mommy made that.”  A North American woman leaned out of the back 

room, where we had seen her talking to another woman in English.  Looking at 

me across a counter, she greeted me kindly in heavily accented Spanish, asking if 

there was anything in particular that I was looking for.  I replied “no”, that “we 

were just looking.”  At the use of “we”, she glanced around the store, seeing no 

one she looked back at me.  It was then that, for the first time, she spotted the 

small child at my side, holding my hand, now staring intently at her feet.  The 

shopkeepers eyes immediately shot out at the curb where Carlotta sat -somewhat 

asleep herself now- unaware that we were inside or of what was taking place.  The 

woman’s tone immediately changed.  She walked towards us quickly and in 

English heatedly spat that if I was “just looking and not buying that (I) can do it 

from outside.  This store is for people that are buying…And”, pointing towards 

the street, “take that child outside!”   

I was shocked by my own reaction.  Usually ready to stand up for the one 

being yelled at in these situations (I had been in the middle of many interactions 

between ladinos, international tourists, and indigenous peoples that became very 

heated and ugly), I was struck silent.  I was horribly embarrassed and nervous.  

Gloria pulled on my hand trying to get away, both from the woman who was 

yelling and from me.  I wanted to say something back and not to be driven off in 

                                                 
155 A lienzo is a panel of cloth produced exclusively by indigenous women, woven by hand on a 
back-strap loom.  Panels are approximately 180 mm in length and 38 mm in width. 
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such a way, but I too wanted to get out of there.  I held on to Gloria, wanting to 

use her pulling as the official reason for having to leave.  As we made our way to 

the door, I heard the woman storm back to the rear office door angrily talking to 

the other woman inside.  As my foot hit the dirt road, I cast a glance back and saw 

the two American women hostily staring at me.   

When we got outside Gloria ran to her mother, telling her in Tz’utujil that 

“The gringa yelled at Xeni.”  Carlotta was visibly fearful.  “What did you do?” 

she asked me in Spanish.  “Nothing”, I defensively responded, “I was just looking 

at the clothes.”  “Oh, why did you go in?” she asked in a frustrated tone.  “Why 

shouldn’t I?” I asked.  Carlotta looked at me, pained.  Handing me Chus, she 

asked me to take the children back to the stall and wait for her there.  Hours later 

she returned without the bundle and not in the mood to talk.  On the launch ride 

home that evening, she said that she had been mistaken, that the patrona was not 

there as she thought, that the other woman who was there alone came to her later 

to say they had no money to give her because business had been bad, but that 

Carlotta could leave the bundle of new weavings that she had with her and try to 

come back another day.  Feeling horribly guilty for overstepping a boundary that 

was clear to all indigenous women marketers, I asked no questions.  She offered 

nothing more.  For months after that day, Carlotta did not return to the store and 

ceased discussing her hopes of receiving more orders from patronas to pay her 

debts and her weavers.  Instead she announced plans to “dedicate” herself to 

selling the small surplus she had reserved at Dominga’s roadside stall -something 
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she had been wanting to do for a while- where, she later joked, she could tend her 

own store, and if she had to sit and wait, she could do it in the shade.156

The (im)materiality of authenticity 

While key markers of weaving relating it to identity are still important to 

some buyers and consumers, women in the Pérez family explained that this was a 

trend that was more typical of consumers who used to visit the highlands some 

years ago: when collectors and more knowledgeable buyers were travelling 

throughout the highlands buying antigüedades (antiquities or originals produced 

for use only).  These antigüedades included not just weavings but religious icons, 

musical instruments, masks and other wood carvings; ceremonial items used by 

cofradias157 and Mayan religious men.  Since many of these items had been 

bought up previous to the Pérez women’s re-entry into the market in the late 

1980s, authenticity such as that referred to by non-indigenous, long-time 

                                                 
156 I had always been of the opinion that patronas were important links in the system, connecting 
the indigenous marketers and weavers to the outside market.  Although well aware of the 
differential in power, I was only just beginning to learn the micro-dynamics of that power 
relationship and the ways it was spatially mapped.  In discussing this later with other members of 
the family and with Carlotta, the feeling was that the woman most likely thought that I was trying 
to copy their designs or to find out how much they were selling the final goods for.  Without other 
methods of transparency, controlling access to the store was a key method for controlling access to 
information.  But that was perhaps only one level of justification.  The other, more racially 
motivated one, could not be denied.  Nearly four weeks later, on a trip to Panajachel by myself, I 
decided to test my luck and my theory.  I walked by the store three times before I had the courage 
to step inside.  I was still furious when I thought of what these women were doing, and that helped 
me to be bold.  I strode in, picked two jackets off the rack, and began trying one on.  I could feel 
someone watching me and keeping my eyes on the jacket, felt them walk up beside me.  I looked 
up and met the eyes of the woman who had yelled at Gloria and me the time before.  She smiled at 
me and looked at the jacket, stepping back she looked me up and down and smiling again, “That 
looks good on you.”  While the little indigenous girl at my side had threatened and infuriated her, 
the handwoven jacket that they had restyled from the weavings her family had made and delivered 
to her doorstep, in their eyes, “fit me perfectly.”   
157 Catholic religious brotherhood introduced by Spaniards, but today considered 
characteristically Maya. 
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collectors and brokers based in urban centers such as Antigua and Guatemala 

City, had all but ceased to exist in these communities.  The way authenticity was 

discussed and used by these collectors, who also bought and sold weavings to sell 

to tourists (albeit to much wealthier tourists through their shops in more urban 

centers) was quite different than the way it was used by local producers and 

marketers. 

It should be noted that during this period (the late 1980s and early 1990s) 

there were a number of organized attempts to reintroduce older styles (i.e., colors, 

patterns, weaving techniques, embroidery styles, types of materials – threads and 

dyes) into local communities.  These efforts ranged from visits by women 

weavers to the Museo Ixchel in Guatemala City to see their public and private 

collections to international visits by indigenous master weavers to collections 

based in the U.S. at higher education institutions such as Tulane University.158  

The people who took part in these visits were usually in some way –either 

peripherally or centrally- involved in the cultural revitalization movement.  These 

early efforts focused on the importance of knowledge about past techniques as a 

method for giving people a sense of their own history and art forms (Fischer 

1993, 1996; Fischer and McKenna Brown 1996).  Indeed a revitalization in the 

production and use of old weaving patterns did take place in many communities; 
                                                 
158 The particular efforts which I am referring to were, to differing degrees, organized and 
facilitated by academics based at U.S. institutions of higher learning who worked closely with 
members of the developing Mayan inteligencia.  The visits to the Museo Ixchel and Tulane 
University were made possible through the work and support of Judith Maxwell and Robert 
McKenna-Brown.  I was peripherally involved as a fellow visitor to one of the visits to the Museo 
Ixchel and in procuring visas for some of these individuals’ visits to the United States during the 
early 1990s.  Include excerpts from interviews with U.S. embassy officials in which they would 
not believe that any academic institution would be interested in women or weaving and that this 
was merely a method of facilitating work related immigration for unskilled rural people. 
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some due to the encouragement of progressive indigenous people in the 

community, others driven by an increasing market demand for more “authentic” 

goods.  Such a revitalization/reintroduction –that of the San Juan community 

huipil- began taking place in San Juan only towards the end of my stay in 1994.  

Before that time, only very young girls and very old women would wear the 

relatively simple red striped huipil with the geometric checkerboard on front 

collar.  Young and adult women opted, for both economic and aesthetic reasons, 

to wear elaborate blusas or the more ornate huipils produced in other towns, many 

of which were not woven, but made from velvet or some other heavy material, 

onto which elaborate embroidered flowers and designs were sewn. 
 

Illustration 5.27 Veronica wearing San Juan community huipil 
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Illustration 5.28 Three women wearing blusas and one wearing San Juan 
huipil 

 
 
Illustration 5.29 Blusa worn with corte 

 

 298



When shown a variety of weavings from San Juan La Laguna, one such 

collector/merchant immediately dismissed it as “tourist trash.”  Gwendolyn Ritz, 

the then owner of the high end Antigua shop Casa de Arte explained that such 

weaving was essentially “worthless” and had no connection to any authentic 

original, either in terms of its style or the materials from which it was made.  A 

Guatemalan of German descent, Ms. Ritz was a highly regarded second 

generation collector, who was extremely knowledgeable about the country, its 

various regions and the works specific to each people and geographic area.  She 

tempered her frank opinion/assessment of this kind of production, by placing it in 

historical context: explaining how trade, commerce and mechanization had over 

time led to such mass productions (citing Manning Nash’s 1967 book Machine 

Age Maya: the industrialization of a Guatemalan community), creating a whole 

array of new goods (i.e., ranging from corte material produced in Totonicapán to 

the types of weavings I had brought her).  The widespread accessibility of 

synthetic dyes and threads similarly affected the kinds of products that were seen 

in the marketplace. 

The past and present aesthetic tastes and purchasing behavior of collectors 

and foreign buyers placed indigenous highland producers in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s in a quandary vis a vis contemporary national and international 

consumers.  As collectors (both national and international) and intermediaries/ 

storeowners from urban centers bought up what examples were left in the 

highlands, museums, exclusive shops, and private collections became the only 

places where one could find these pieces by the late 1980s.  What was left in the 
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highlands were only the colors and patterns remembered through peoples’ minds 

and hands, and a tourist and export market that demanded larger quantities of 

cheaper standardized goods that would fit into the daily lives of foreigners, either 

for use as clothing or in their home decor. 

Within this context, the meaning of “authentic” changed.  For indigenous 

producers and marketers such as the Pérez women, no longer was it linked solely 

to the designs, kinds of thread, colors and styles “de antes”, but was used more to 

describe the relationship the newly produced good had to those people who 

created the good (“es de nosotros”, “es nuestro trabajo”, “es de nuestro pueblo”, 

“we created it” vs. “they copied it from us”).  Artistic innovation was not seen as 

the bastardization of a single or various “original” style(s), but embraced with 

pride.  Such new products were assessed in terms of their commercial success as 

item within a flexible, ever-changing production and distribution process.  Value 

and success lay in the creation of an aesthetically pleasing product that was so 

desirable and commercially successful that it was copied and disseminated 

throughout the highlands, and could be found in stalls and storefronts throughout 

the country.  Such was the case of the San Juan tourist huipil that, in the words of 

the Pérez women “no pertenece a ningún pueblo” (Burtner 1993:45).  The best 

selling item the Pérez family had developed this was a huipil that was created 

solely for tourists, one that defied the very definition of a huipil by belonging to 

no community  
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Illustration 5.30 Lienzos for tourist huipil 

 
 
Illustrations 5.31 Hilda modeling tourist huipil 
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Other items, such as shawls, were developed in the same way, using a 

design and form which women from no local communities would use, but that 

was highly popular among foreigners.  Like the tourist huipil, these too were 

copied by numerous other producers and marketers throughout the area over the 

past decade for sale to tourists and for export. 

Q: Entonces cuando Uds. regresaron aquí, ¿en que trabajaron? 

A: En tejidos.  Siempre yo hacía tejidos de, como se llama, de, hay un 
tejido, como se llama, como jaspe, pero no es jaspe, sólo hilo.  Sólo uno 
compone el hilo y así sale puro jaspe.  Si, yo hacía un morral con eso.  
Hacía morral y hacía fajas y esos rebosos que vende la Carlotta. 

Q: ¿Hace cuánto tiempo empezaron hacer esos rebosos? 

A: Ah, como siete o ocho años. 

Q: Y, ¿quiénes inventaron ese diseño?, porque ese diseño no es de aquí, 
¿verdad? ¿o no? 

A: No, no es de aquí.  Mi hermana Socorra lo inventó esa cosa.  Sí, porque 
mi hermana Socorra fue a traer en Atitlán, pero el traje de Atitlán es otro.  
Pero mi hermana hizo unas solo para probar, hizo ella.  Entonces se 
vendió y así empezó a hacer bastante.  Y como la gente es copiosa, 
empezaron hacer toda la gente.  Y así empezó con esos rebosos  (Teresa, 
36 years old, daughter of Dominga).159

                                                 
159 Q: So when you returned, what work did you do? 
A: Weaving.  I have always made weavings of, how do you say it, there is a type of weaving, what 
is it called, like jaspe, but it is not jaspe, just thread.  It’s just that you put the thread together so 
that it comes out like real/just like jaspe.  Yes, I would make a bag with this.  I would make a bag 
and I would make fajas and the kind of shawls that Carlotta sells. 
Q: How long ago was it that you began making these shawls? 
A: Oh, about seven or eight years. 
Q: And who invented/came up with the design, because this design isn’t from here, is it? 
A: No, it’s not from here.  My sister Socorra invented it.  Yes, because my sister Socorra went to 
pick up things in Atitán, but the traje from Atitlán is another kind/different.  But my sister made 
one just as to test it out, she did.  Then it sold and from then on, she made a lot.  And since people 
like to copy, everyone began making it.  And that is how it began with those shawls.” 
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Based on their experiences, the broad popularity and marketability of an 

item within the tourist and export markets of places such as Panajachel ultimately 

has little to do with the object's "authenticity" or collectibility, as defined by 

collectors and high-end non-indigenous marketers.  The Pérez women repeatedly 

emphasized the relative lack of importance this notion of authenticity tended to 

play in the decisions of the majority of consumers they interacted with.  

Responding to my incredulity that this was the case, they would explain how no 

one other than Juaneras wanted to buy San Juan huipils – Indeed many Juaneras 

did not even want to buy them.  As further proof, they would then go on to 

recount their history of their creative/artistic roles in the original production of the 

popular tourist huipil, their amazement at how it has been copied and finally, and 

their frustration over the fact that few tourists, comerciantes, or patronas knew or 

cared that they are the ones who came up with the design.  They would go on to 

refer to the experiences of women who were working with the local women’s 

weaving project, the Artesanos de San Juan (to be discussed more in depth later 

in this chapter) and the emphasis that was put on training these women to produce 

standardized goods.  The moment medium and large scale orders came in, the 

emphasis was no longer on artistry, authorship, or authenticity, but the 

standardization of goods, materials, production processes and issues of quality 

control (size, color, texture, tightness of the weave) and the ability of weaving 

networks to produce on a set timeline, which necessitated and emphasized the 

coordination of what had up until that point been a decentralized production 

network of part time piece-work employees.  Yet, I knew from my own 
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experience with buyers that regardless of the clear trend toward standardized bulk 

production in which these and the women of their communities were involved in, 

many foreign consumers, particularly those who visited Guatemala personally, 

were seeking some form of “authentic” experience, and as the brochures so 

clearly and repetitively suggested, wanted not just to see it, photograph it, and 

touch it, but desired to hold it, wear it, and own it – and in that feel that they have 

captured and given permanence to a moment that is quickly passing and a place to 

which they may never be able to return. 

The many use values of replaceable family heirlooms: “Un recuerdo de San 
Juan”  

While living in San Juan in 1989, a group of three Italians, two men and a 

woman, came to visit Francisco and Carlotta.  They were friends of an Italian 

tourist who had visited them the previous year, had spent time with the Pérez 

family, and in wanting to help the family and community had taken a sizeable 

quantity of the family’s weavings back to Verona to sell.  These friends had come 

to deliver part of the proceeds of his sales.  Carlotta however was away in 

Panajachel selling that day.  After walking around the community, showing them 

the church, the beaches of Cristalinas and the surrounding countryside, Francisco, 

some of the children and I returned to the house to sit and talk.  During the 

conversation, Francisco and Carlotta’s eldest daughter Hilda entered the room and 

quietly stood against the wall, listening to the conversation.  The young woman 

gazed at Hilda, who was wearing a huipil from San Antonio Aguas Calientes, the 

one she had worn nearly ever day since I had arrived that year, several months 
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earlier, the one Carlotta had given her – as it was from her home town and Hilda 

was her first born.   
 
Illustration 5.32 Hilda wearing San Antonio Aguas Calientes huipil   

 

The young woman who was with them admired it and repeatedly told us 

how much she like it.  The first compliments were received with polite, warm 

smiles with the additional explanation from Francisco that Carlotta had made it 

and that it was a design from her hometown San Antonio Aguas Calientes.  This 

had particular significance since Carlotta had not at that point been back home in 

six years.  When asked if there were any more of these they had for sale, 
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Francisco explained that no, this was the only one they had, and that since thread 

was so expensive and they took so long to make they had just this one.   

However, as the compliments continued, another type of interaction 

emerged.  Francisco called Hilda over to him and whispered something in her ear.  

Hilda then left the room, a little while latter emerging, wearing an old tight 

polyester/cotton mesh T-shirt with an indistinguishable washed out iron-on decal 

pattern on it.  In her hands was the huipil, carefully folded.  She handed it to 

Francisco, who sat talking with the two men and the woman about their mutual 

Italian friend, the town of San Juan and its unique history. 

When it was time to leave and the Italians stood up, Francisco moved 

forward to the woman and handed her the huipil.  The woman was at first 

confused, then delighted.  She held the huipil up to her body.  It was far too small.  

The men admired it, and they discussed how the size did not matter since you 

could cut it up and make a different kind of top out of it anyway.  She agreed, 

examining the sides to see where the seams were and how difficult it would be to 

undo.  Francisco showed them where the thread began and that she need only snip 

and pull for the piece to come apart.  The young woman then reached for her 

money belt.  Francisco protested, saying that they could not accept anything for it, 

that it was a gift for a friend of their friend.  After a brief back and forth, a token 

price was reached and the woman accepted it smiling, tucking it under her arm, 

with the Pérezes smiling on. 

As the Italians were preparing to leave to catch the launch back to 

Panajachel, Francisco excitedly prepared to go with them to see if he could find 
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Carlotta at the roadside stall so that they could perhaps buy/take along more 

weavings.  Before leaving he pulled out a large wad of cash the Italians had given 

him earlier and discretely counted the U.S. dollars.  There was U.S.$600.  

Nervous, Hilda told him that she needed to go along with him, in case he needed 

help.  Later that night Hilda and Carlotta returned from Panajachel.  Carlotta had 

been crying.  Francisco and Hilda had not been able to find Carlotta and the 

Italians had to leave.  When Francisco did finally find Carlotta, he told her what 

had happened and they had a brief discussion about what should happen with the 

money, in which they did not agree, and which ended with Francisco giving some 

of the money to Carlotta and taking the rest, deciding to stay in Panajachel for the 

night. 

Although Francisco and Carlotta were sad and frustrated that they had 

missed the opportunity to send more goods back to Italy, and some family strife 

had ensued as they disagreed about what should happen to the proceeds of the 

sales, they did not give a moment’s discussion to the huipil, which had been sold 

for a fraction of its worth.  Although both casually assumed it as a necessary 

investment, they knew I was bothered by the encounter.  Carlotta promised that 

with some of the money that was left, she would buy the materials to weave Hilda 

a new San Antonio huipil.  However, as the days and months passed and new 

pressing priorities emerged, the thread was never bought and the huipil never 

woven.  Years later, it still was never replaced.  It was simply not a priority – too 

expensive and time consuming to make and hot to wear.  Hilda did not really want 
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it and never really liked it, Carlotta explained.  Hilda agreed.  She would prefer 

other things, if she had the choice. 

Those who appeared to feel most strongly about the huipil appeared to be 

the Italian woman and myself, although for different reasons.  For Carlotta and 

Francisco, the huipil was viewed as a bargaining tool, the only one they had 

immediately at their disposal for this unexpected encounter.  Ironically, the two 

foreigners’ readings of the good and transaction emphasized the use value of 

weaving as clothing as well as the social value implied in the exchange process.  

For the young female tourist buying the huipil was a method of establishing a 

kind of lasting permanence of a moment/interaction that was quickly ending.  For 

the young female anthropologist the exchange signified the ending of a certain 

daily visible and verbal narrative relationship between Carlotta, her hometown 

and family who she had not seen in almost a decade and her daughter.  For 

Francisco and Carlotta, its use lay not in its function as clothing, but in terms of 

its economic utility through its exchange value.  By no means does this imply that 

they too did not assess its use value as clothing, with some aesthetic or mimetic 

value.  Obviously they did, as the child wore it everyday and Carlotta constantly 

talked about how it reminded her of her hometown, her mother and how difficult 

and costly it would be to replace.  It simply suggests that on a quotidian level of 

prioritization at that point in the family’s life, the object’s exchange value took 

precedence.  While it was in part a show of thanks for having brought the money, 

it was more an attempt to establish a more intimate connection with these 

individuals through reciprocity and in doing so to convince them to come back in 
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the future either as couriers of funds from Italy, or perhaps as independent 

contacts.  

The young woman was attracted to the huipil because, as she explained, it 

more closely resembled the ones -in intricacy and variety of colors- worn by the 

ambulantes and vendors she had seen in Panajachel and tourism industry 

advertisements than did the plainer blusas160 typically worn by women of San 

Juan.  Although the huipil did not come from the town that she was currently 

visiting, it was worn by an indigenous female in whose house she had sat and 

talked and was through this process endowed with great mimetic value.  The 

personal connection element was deepened by the fact that the huipil was 

ultimately exchanged as a quasi gift (for only a nominal amount), from a friend of 

a friend.  Francisco and Hilda were aware of these feelings, from her repeated 

compliments and staring (something tourists do in Panajachel when they are 

seriously considering buying an item) to Francisco’s repeated comments that the 

young woman accept the San Antonio Aguas Calientes huipil as “un recuerdo de 

San Juan” (a souvenir from San Juan/something to remembers San Juan by).  The 

whole family viewed it an investment in the social capital and the maintenance of 

the connection they held with their Italian friend and a necessary outlay in the one 

time opportunity of establishing a more lasting relationship with these new 

individuals, who obviously had resources and the ability to travel.  This strategy, 

although commonly used by women of the Pérez family to build and incorporate 

foreigners into their social network, had inconsistent results, as most tourists do 

                                                 
160 Cloth blouse made from store-bought material.  This material is mass-produced machine-made 
cotton or synthetic. 
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not return to the same spot, but choose to travel to and see new places.  The 

inconsistency of return rates makes such a gesture more of a gamble than an 

investment strategy.  Nonetheless, it was a gamble they did not hesitate long in 

making or afterwards regret.  

 

Part II: The Pérez family compound (San Juan La Laguna) 

SUPERACIÓN AND STIGMA: RESPONSES TO WOMENS’ AMBITION AND 
ABSENCE FROM/IN THEIR HOME COMMUNITIES AND COMPOUNDS 

Part II looks at the narratives related to and practices (both discursive and 

non-discursive) involved in teaching women their roles and places in indigenous 

highland Guatemala, and in forming what women view as their obligations and 

places within their homes, families and community.  It examines how these 

notions of obligation to the maintenance of home, family, and community have 

influenced women such as the Pérezes’ decisions to enter and continue 

participating in the tourism and export market.  In doing so we listen to how three 

generations of Pérez women talk about their entry into and participation in these 

markets.  Far from simple, easy and clear decisions to pursue development and 

profit in a more open and global world, these are murky, tense, never-ending daily 

processes of entry and withdrawal and a socio-political and economic balancing 

act/negotiation between the demands and successful fulfillment of accepted local 

roles and the constant breaking of local, national and international rules and 

expectations restricting indigenous women's movement, decision making power, 

and access to money, information and people. 
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“Desde pequeña, aprendí” (Since I was small, I began to learn) 

When I first began asking the Pérez women when and how they learned to 

weave or market to tourists, a common response was that they had not learned 

these activities at any particular time from any particular person, but rather as 

many put it "Desde pequeña, aprendí" (Since I was small, I began to learn).  

Weaving is an activity and a trade that nearly all women in San Juan seem to 

know how to do, but few claim to have ever been taught.  While no formal 

training and apprenticeship were initially said to occur outside of formal 

development projects, such as that which the men underwent (which carried with 

it direct income generating expectations), it became very clear that women’s 

learning of this complex activity did not occur simply through casual indirect 

observation.  Direct one-on-one training in the home between generations, most 

often between mother and daughter did take place and, as the interview-based 

narratives of women from three generations later revealed, had been happening 

for generations.   
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Illustration 5.33a and 5.33b Carlotta with Hilda in patio weaving with 
children 
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Illustration 5.34 Hilda in patio weaving 
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Illustration 5.35 Carlotta and Elvira in patio weaving 

 
 
Illustration 5.36 Elvira in patio weaving 
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Indeed, in women’s deeper, more heartfelt reflections on their lives, 

current economic status, success (or lack thereof) and their hopes for their 

children, they repeatedly cited maternal guidance and training (or lack thereof) as 

the reason why some women “knew things” that had made it possible for them to 

survive, thrive and superar (get ahead) as adults–such as weaving- and other 

women did not.  

Marketing, although significantly less common among Juaneras because it 

required them to leave their home compounds and communities on a regular (if 

not daily) basis, was also considered to be something one was not taught, but 

simply knew how to do or for which one had a don (a calling/ talent).  However, 

over time it became clearer, both through daily observation of the complex 

managerial and administrative processes involved in the production and 

distribution of the goods and in the investment and redistribution of proceeds, that 

this was not simply a calling or talent (which it certainly was), but a learned set of 

skills which to be even minimally profitable required training and a certain level 

of social and economic infrastructure.   

In addition to necessitating certain communication skills such as Spanish 

(which took years to learn) and the ability and willingness to both effectively and 

effectively communicate with strangers from other social, ethnic, class and 

national backgrounds (be they tourists, comerciantes or patronas), marketwomen 

had to be able to organize and manage local networks involving at times dozens 

of weavers, sewers and embroiderers, and, if working by contract/pedido, 

efficiently handle international distributors and their “orders.”  Indeed, expanding 
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work beyond sales at roadside puestos to include production and delivery by 

contract with international intermediaries and distributors required many 

additional skills including the ability to dependably meet production deadlines, 

produce medium and large scale batches of standardized goods according to often 

unfamiliar and constantly changing muestras (models), perpetually negotiate and 

renegotiate pricing so as to make some kind of profit while covering the 

constantly fluctuating costs associated with the investments in primary materials, 

labor for the weavers of their production networks, and the numerous external 

costs involved, such as transportation.  Moreover, whether one worked 

“independently” at the family roadside puesto or with international exporters, one 

had to have or be able to obtain the working capital necessary to launch, maintain 

and when necessary, on a moment’s notice, expand production and distribution 

networks.   

Women marketers and intermediaries constantly talked about how the 

formation and maintenance of these production networks carried with it a much 

greater burden than the overtly visible economic one.  It carried a social and 

moral obligación (obligation), for although the number of participants in each 

woman’s network varied and fluctuated over time, each network involved 

numerous mujeres pobres (poor women) who, unable to leave San Juan and 

without the skills to do any other type of income generating work, had for years 

depended on this income for their families’ daily sustenance and, quite often, 

survival.  Many of the Pérez women who marketed went through periods in 

which, furious and frustrated with the way they were treated by patronas, people 
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in the market and critical community members who accused them of being 

perezosas (lazy) and cualquieras (loose women), they would angrily announce 

that they were quitting, return home to their compounds to care for their children 

and try to forget about the unfulfilled promise(s) of wealthy foreigners and 

international markets.  However, after several weeks or months, and repeated 

nighttime visits by “mujeres pobres” (poor women)161 to their door, who more 

often than not, cradling an unresponsive staring sick child under their shawl, 

would ask one of the Pérezes to please sell just this one last weaving they had 

been working on, would have a change of heart.  More than once I watched 

Carlotta, who had “quit marketing”, walk back into the house at night after being 

called out to the street, holding a freshly finished weaving in her hand.  Only later 

would she mention to Francisco that maybe she would go to Pana in the morning 

to run an errand.  He would look over, without much discussion, agree that that 

was probably a good idea, and hand her some of the money he earned from his 

carpentry work.  The next morning when we woke up, both Carlotta and the 

bundle of weavings from these “poor” nighttime visitors which had accumulated 

in the corner would be gone, and word would begin to spread throughout the 

network that work had begun again. 
 

                                                 
161 The Pérez women used the phrase mujeres pobres to refer to the women in their weaving 
networks who had significantly fewer resources than themselves, did not speak Spanish, and could 
not, due to the number of children that they had (or their ages), leave San Juan.  The phrase 
mujeres pobres however had a double connotation, including the reference to their economic 
situation as well as the compassion and sympathy the Pérezes felt for these women and their 
situation. 
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Illustration 5.37 Carlotta sitting at the family stall in Panajachel 

 

When I began asking about how they learned about women's work and 

women's responsibilities and privileges (what was expected and what was needed 

to survive, individually and as a group), the initial response was similar to that of 

the weaving and marketing related questions: "Desde pequeña, aprendí.”  

However, although they stressed that responsibility, obligation, and privilege were 

things that one learned from childhood, they did not claim that they had not been 

“taught.”  Rather, many women recounted the numerous stories they had been 

told as children to teach them what was right and wrong, and talked about the 

verbal chastisement and physical punishment they received as little girls for not 

“obeying” and “working hard.”  Similarly, they told with pride and pleasant 

nostalgia stories of how as children they had made their first weaving, raised their 

first animal, and earned their first money.  They often explained how it was these 
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activities, which usually took place under the watchful eye of, and with resources 

provided by, a parent, aunt or uncle, older sibling, or trusted neighbor, that had 

provided them with experiencias (experiences/knowledge/skills) which made 

their current petty commodity production and entrepreneurial marketing work 

possible.  However, themes of opportunity, familial and community support, and 

training (aspects of the class-based and social privileges they enjoyed), were not 

the only components to these stories.  Personal responsibility (to work, family, 

community and God), ambition, the independent ability to tell when one is being 

lied to, tricked or cheated (intelligence/savvy/wisdom), and an individual’s 

willingness to work hard and to face/overcome adversity and temptation were 

equally strong components in these stories of their past, growth, survival and 

superación.  These narratives recounting the story of their lives up to that point 

(childhood, pre-marital youth and the social relationships they had with their 

families and friends and their early marital and motherhood experiences and 

responsibilities) were often used to explain how and why they were or were not 

prepared to handle the challenges they faced in their current lives.   

Throughout my time in San Juan, I watched how social role, place, and 

responsibility were taught to each new generation of young women and girls 

though various discursive and nondiscursive techniques, and in this way passed 

from generation to generation.   
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Illustration 5.38a, 5.38b and 5.38c Abigail, Gloria and Chus washing clothes 
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Illustration 5.39 Carlotta making tortillas in her mother’s house back in San 
Antonio Aguas Calientes  
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Cristina, the oldest daughter of Socorra (one of Socorra’s three daughters and two 

sons), explained the structure and importance of collective work, which included 

a domestic division of labor and an income-generating component among women 

living in a household or compound.  The importance of women “helping” one 

another in completing domestic work and producing marketable goods was 

redoubled in cases where women “tiene que ir a vender en Panajachel” to earn 

money to support the family (both nuclear and extended) and simply could not 

produce the quantity of work demanded in either sphere or be in two places at 

once.  This “helping” functioned vertically across generations and more/less 

wealthy individual families within the same broader extended family, and 

horizontally across the network of nuclear families living in the same compound 

and sitio.  Cristina explained how within this system everyone from Dominga (the 

64 year old grandmother), through Francisca (the aunt who chose not to marry 

and stay in her mother’s house to “help” her and “work”) down to the numerous 

children (both theirs and the ones that were “borrowed”162) who came to eat at 

their hearth when their mothers were away in Pana, had their role and work.   
 

                                                 
162 Lent or borrowed children was a practice by which women would allow one of their older 
daughters (rarely the oldest – usually the second or third eldest) to go and live with another 
member of the family or community to help them with domestic work or childcare.  These 
children were not considered servants, but more a kind of temporary adoptee.  Elvira, Carlotta’s 
second eldest daughter, spent some time as a niño prestado in Socorra’s household.  Although the 
time went well (she enjoyed the comparable luxurious living of Socorra’s household and “the food 
was much better”) she returned home after less than a few months, because she missed her mother.   
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Illustration 5.40a and 5.40b Susana sitting with daughter embroidering 
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Illustration 5.41 Woman in Pérez sisters’ network sitting with daughter and 
son while embroidering  

 
 
Illustration 5.42 Susana embroidering while tending young girls 
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This obligation to help and work, was something, that “desde chiquita les 

enseñaron” (since they were small were taught) and that “no se hace 

directamente, sino poco a poco” (that they do not do –teach them- directly, but 

little by little), until when children reach her age, they “know” what is 

economically necessary and socially expected, and how to perform the numerous 

productive and reproductive activities demanded of them.163  

(Dominga) tiene que ir a vender en Panajachel.  Y (Francisca) tiene que 
ayudar a mi abuelita.  Como desde chiquita le enseñaron también, y ella 
aprendió así.  Y ahorita le está ayudado.  Eso le hace una también porque 
una mujer, desde chiquita les enseña a sus hijas.  No se hace directamente 
sino poco a poco va, y cuando ya tiene los 17, 18 años, entonces ella sí, lo 
que hace la mamá, tiene que hacer ella en la cocina.  Sí.  Tiene que tejer y 
ayudar.  Por ejemplo, si hay tres mujeres en la casa, una tortea y barrea la 
cocina, una lava trastos y una hace la comida.  O si la mama hace la 
comida, la otra tortea y así hace.  Después terminan eso, y todas, después 
de barrer la cocina, empiezan a tejer.  Así hacen (Cristina, 17 years old, 
Socorra’s oldest daughter, student).164

Where men were not available as resources for income generation (due to 

illness or early death, the war, the poor economy, or other problems such as 

drinking, marital-related disputes), the numerous responsibilities involved in the 

production and reproduction of the family, community and its institutions fell 

                                                 
163 James Loucky has written extensively on this subject based upon fieldwork conducted in San 
Juan La Laguna (Loucky 1974, 1988).  See also Maria Luisa Chavez and James Loucky’s 1979 
piece entitled “Caretaking and Competence: Siblings as Socializers in Rural Guatemala” and the 
work of Barbara Rogoff (1981a, 1981b). 
164 “(Dominga) has to go to sell in Panajachel.  And (Francisca) has to help my grandmother.  
Since from the time she was small, they taught her too, and she learned in that way.  And now she 
is helping her.  This is what is done with everyone because a woman, from the time her children 
are little teaches her daughters.  It is not done directly/all at once, but little by little, and when her 
daughters are 17 or 18 years old, then everything that her mother can do, they now have to do in 
the kitchen.  Yes, that’s how it is.  They have to weave and to help.  For example, if there are three 
women in the house, one makes the tortillas and sweeps the kitchen one washes the dishes and one 
prepares the food.  Or if the mother makes the food, the other one makes the tortillas, and so on.  
After they have finished that, then all of them, afterwards, clean up the kitchen and begin to 
weave.  That is how they do it.” 
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even harder on the family network of women.  Hence, although young boys were 

greatly valued (indeed prized, treasured and shown many preferences above those 

given to their female siblings) in Juanero families, the importance and 

dependence marketing women felt vis a vis their daughters, particularly those of 

functional working age, was tremendous. 

While successful, such family-oriented socialization did not take place 

without its conflicts.  After long difficult days in Panajachel when one of the 

Pérez women would return to find her house empty, the children having run 

around all day, dirty, and the masa (corn based dough) for the day’s tortillas 

having never been made, sitting ruined in the corner of the kitchen, while the 

eldest girl sat talking to friends watching television at a wealthier aunt’s house (as 

was the case some days), one would hear mothers and fathers reprimanding the 

eldest for being “perezosa” (lazy), “necia” (stupid/foolish), “desobediente” 

(disobedient).  Should the girl dare to “speak back” to defend herself in the 

process of being disciplined, she would be told that she was a complete 

“sinvergüenza” (a shameless individual).  The serious physical discipline of a 

child, such as hitting or whipping, while often threatened –“te doy cincho” (I’ll 

give you the belt)- was rarely, if ever, conducted.  Indeed, in the six years I spent 

in San Juan I never once witnessed the administering of such acts against a child 

or an adolescent by their parents.  Even when children would hit and throw rocks 

at one another and, when particularly abusivo, throw them at adults and 

unsuspecting passers by, parents or caretakers would at the very worst box their 

ears (for girls), grab them by the arm and pinch them (for girls and boys), or light-
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handedly slap them on the back of the head or leg (for boys).  As I noted at the 

time: 

“Te doy cincho” is a common phrase used to control young children.  It is 
the stick used after the carrot of going to the playa (beach), buying a 
helado (ice cream) or going to see the milpa (cornfield), has failed.  Never 
have I seen a child here actually be formally spanked, much less whipped 
with a belt.  Usually such threats, though given in a stern and almost 
threatening tone, are followed by a knowing smile or a laugh and are 
meant more to (make serious the situation) grab the child’s attention than 
to provoke fear.  Only once have I ever seen Pancho (Francisco) ever 
begin to take off his belt, which caused an outburst of startled crying from 
Chus.  This was not so much an expression of fear exactly, because Chus 
didn’t move away from his father as he continued to cry for the next 3 
minutes or so, but more I think of being spoken harshly to as a form of 
rejection.  Parents will smack a child’s head and/or box the ears of a child, 
if the child is more than average abusivo to another child or if the child is 
being openly disobediente to the parent (slaps more for boys, boxing ears 
for the girls).  Children hit each other often, in definite malice and anger 
half of the time, the other half in play.  For the majority both types of 
hitting are received with a burst of laughter on the part of the recipient, 
which is responded to by a burst of laughter by the giver/perpetrator.  If 
slaps cause actual pain the recipient will burst out screaming (boys) and 
crying or with low whimpering (girls) (Excerpt from field notes 
7/11/1989). 

Illustration 5.43 Children playing in the streets  
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Illustration 5.44a and 5.44b Children playing on the lakeshore 
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While children’s misbehavior was most often attributed to their own 

willful and yet unsocialized natures, repeated difficulties were both directly and 

indirectly attributed to their mother’s absence from the home, which left them free 

to run wild, get into trouble and pick up bad habits.  For girls these bad habits or 

vicios included not working, gossiping, being in the streets and talking to young 

men, while for boys they referred more to fighting, playing cards (sometimes for 

toys or money) and stealing.  Given that many of the Pérez women did not have 

the luxury of quitting their work to stay home to discipline unruly children, 

controlling such vicios and keeping children out of temptation’s way were 

considered to be the responsibility of the entire household and compound.  

Within this context of intergenerational and interfamilial need, 

dependence, and assistance, the Pérez women's work within the tourism and 

export market (as workers and employers) was in general viewed by family 

members as being a positive and necessary extension/outgrowth of their more 

accepted roles as weavers, mothers, and leaders of local institutions such as 

church groups.  Although vulnerable to the disapproval and critique of family and 

community members, the Pérez women were allowed by their spouses, extended 

families and religious institutions to continue with the activity as long as it did not 

interfere with the fulfillment of their roles as wives, mothers, and church 

members, and the funds that they earned were used in fulfilling these roles and 

obligations.  Despite the permission granted by these individuals and institutions 

(both overtly and tacitly), based upon the benefits marketing brought to the 

women’s families and community members (and their subsequent ability to fulfill 
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their roles as good mothers and neighbors by providing the resources necessary 

for their family’s and community’s survival), both marketwomen and those 

around them repeatedly explained how this activity set them apart from the rest, 

marking them as different, and in doing it they were forced to break some rules 

and in fulfilling some obligations, relinquish others.  It was here at this point in 

their lives and in the life of this family and community, caught in this perpetual 

bind, that I came to know the Pérez women. 

Although women's participation in local and regional marketplaces was a 

well-established activity in the central and western highlands of Guatemala 

(Smith 1989), their entry into ethnic and nationally diverse tourist markets was a 

relatively recent development (1960s on), bringing with it numerous changes in 

the local production and distribution of textiles.  The first and second generation 

of Pérez women that I interviewed in the late 1980s and early 1990s all discuss 

how they had grown up at a time when in San Juan most “women still wove.”  

While the first generation (that of Dominga, age 64) had learned to weave 

primarily for its use value and for some local exchange, by the time these women 

had a number of their children in the late 1960s, this first generation had already 

begun to dedicate a significant part of their time to weaving, buying and, in rare 

cases such as that of Dominga, marketing items within external regional 

(nationally and internationally-oriented) markets.  By the time the generation of 

Dominga’s daughters -Socorra, Teresa, Juaquina, Francisca, Marta, Florinda, 

Susana and Delfina- were old enough to learn, the focus of the Pérez family 

household was not on weaving, but marketing. 
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Although currently recognized by most family and community members 

as a necessary economic activity and provisionally accepted as women fulfilling 

their familial obligations, initially indigenous women's movement into public 

spaces was considered to have many drawbacks with lasting ramifications, 

particularly for and by their children.  Some members of this second generation, 

as adult women with children of their own (and income generating activities that 

were critical in helping to support the family and which took them out of the 

home and community), nearly three decades later still spoke of the experience of 

their mother’s entry into the marketplace and their ceasing of time consuming 

productive activities such as weaving, as one of loss.  The loss described was 

multi-layered.  It involved the loss of the household as an active place of social 

and economic production and reproduction, the loss of the community, intimacy 

and artistry created between mothers and daughters through daily parent/child 

training, and the loss of learning of critical income generating skills.   

Teresa, Dominga’s 36 year old daughter, who was married with six 

children and was the Treasurer (and future President) of the successful local 

weaving association Artesanos de San Juan165, explained the difficulties of being 

caught in such a position and moment of transition.  In her narrative, she 

expresses a clear understanding of not only the precarious economic situation her 

family faced, but of the changes that were taking place in her home, in her 

                                                 
165 Los Artesanos de San Juan was founded by a visiting tourist, North American attorney Lee 
Ann Ward, and several local individuals, one of which was the then President.  Throughout my 
entire time in the field community members, without exception, spoke very positively and warmly 
about Ms. Ward, who “helped the women of the community.”  A more complete discussion of the 
Artesanos project can be found later in this chapter, in the section entitled “(Un)cooperative 
women.” 
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mother’s role, and in her unconventional upbringing as a daughter, and openly 

states that she did not like it. 
 

Illustrations 5.45 Teresa and child  

 

Q: Entonces, cuando Uds eran niños chiquitos, como Ud. ya ha dicho, ¿no 
tuvieron nada? 

A: Sí, éramos pobres.  Pero yo, ahorita, estaba pensando muchas cosas, 
porque en ese tiempo no se consigue maíz.  Hay maíz, pues, pero, ¿con 
qué dinero?  Si uno es tan pobre no se consigue dinero.  Bueno, pero mi 
mamá, no nos enseñó a trabajar, como lo que estoy haciendo yo con mis 
niños ahora: les estoy enseñando de hurdir para ganar el centavo, para que 
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tengamos dinero diariamente.  Porque si uno no trabaja, uno no va a ganar 
nada y no puede comer algo tambien, porque no hay dinero.  Mi mamá tal 
vez no pensó o no tuvo experiencia.  No sé qué pasó con mi mamá.  Yo le 
dije a mi mamá de que nos enseñara de tejer o nos enseñara de hurdir.  
Pero ella no quiso.  No quiso enseñar cositas, pues, de artesanía.  Ella no 
quiso.  Entonces, por eso mi hermana Marta no puede tejer.  Mi hermana 
Francisca no puede tejer, ni la Susana, tambien, no puede tejer.  Solo 
hacen bordados.  ¿Sabe porque?  Por que mi mamá no nos enseño.  No 
quiso enseñarnos cuando nosotros eramos chiquitillas.   

Pero yo, pues, por mi parte, digo yo, tal vez fuera lista porque yo me voy 
en las casas de la gente que teja.  A mi me gusta de trabajar.  Me siento allí 
con la señora.  Miro yo que la señora está trabajando.  Entonces, yo le dije 
a la señora “¿Será que pueda hacer?” le dije.  “Sí, ¿porque no?” me dijo.  
“Sí.  Puedes hacer si quieres aprobar”, me dijo.  Yo apruebo unas fajas 
chiquitillas, así.  Entonces, puedo.  Y cuando yo llego con mi mamá:  
“Mamá, por qué no me vas a componer uno de mis tejidos.  Ya puedo 
tejer”, le dije.  “Ah, pero, no puedes y para qué?” me dijo.  “Ya estuve”, 
dije.  “Ya, sí”, me dijo.  Siempre me voy con la señora de la vecindad.  
Porque ella tiene niñas así, chiquitillas, pero las niñas ya tejen, hacen sus 
tejidos.  Pero mi mamá no quiere enseñar   (Teresa Ujpán Pérez, 36 years 
old, married, six children, Treasurer of Artesanos de San Juan).166

                                                 
166 “Q: So, when you were small children, as you have already said, you had nothing? 
A: Yes, we were poor.  But right now, I was thinking about many things.  During that time, you 
couldn’t get corn.  There was corn, but with what money could you buy it?  When (if) one is so 
poor, one doesn’t have and can’t get money.  Well, but my mother, she didn’t teach us how to 
work, like I am doing with my children now.  I am teaching them how to hurdir (wind warps) to 
earn some money, so that we will have money on a daily basis.  Because if one doesn’t work, one 
isn’t going to earn anything and can’t eat anything either, because there is no money.  Maybe my 
mother didn’t think about that or didn’t have the experience/knowledge.  I don’t know what 
happened with my mother.  I would ask my mother to teach us how to weave or to teach us how to 
wind warps, but she did not want to.  She did not want to teach us anything about artisanry.  She 
just didn’t want to.  This is why my sister Marta can not weave.  My sister Francisca can’t weave. 
Susana can’t weave either, they can only embroider.  Do you want to know why?  Because my 
mother did not teach us how.  She did not want to teach us when we were small.  

But maybe, on my own part/initiative, I think, maybe I was intelligent/interested because 
I would go to the houses of the people who wove.  I liked to work.  I would sit there with the 
mother.  I would watch her working.  Then, I asked her “Do you think I could do that?” I asked.  
“Yes, why not?” she would say to me.  “Yes, you can do it if you want to try”, she said to me.  I 
tried making some small fajas.  When I could do it, I ran to my mother “Mama, why don’t you set 
up a weaving for me to do, I can weave”, I said to her.  “Oh, but you can’t and for what (why 
would I do that/why would you want to do that)?” she said to me.  “But I already have.”  “You 
already have, have you.”  I always went to the house of that lady, that neighbor.  Because she had 
little girls, very little ones, and all of the little girls wove and made their weavings/clothes.  But, 
my mother didn’t want to teach us.” 
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While keenly aware of the dire circumstances of poverty and hunger she 

and her family faced, and the need to earn money to buy food and survive, Teresa 

did not seem to view the poverty her family faced as necessarily having a direct 

connection to her mother’s departure from the home to work in the tourism 

market.  Rather than seeing Dominga’s marketing as a potential solution to the 

dire poverty they faced (as her father’s travelling and selling on the Coast was 

seen - below), Teresa saw Dominga’s marketing in Panajachel and her 

unwillingness to teach her daughters to weave as a strategic mistake and danger, 

significantly diminishing her and her sisters’ abilities to economically sustain 

themselves then and in the future.  Unable to convince her mother to teach her, 

Teresa explains how she turned to neighbors and to her father to teach her and 

supply her with the basics of production, investment and marketing, which she 

would successfully learn and apply to her work later on in her life. 

Q: ¿Cuántos años tenía Ud. cuando aprendió a tejer? 

A: Siete años.  Así, como mi niño.  Sí.  Siempre yo llego con la señora 
porque las patojitas están tejiendo.  Muy bonito miro yo que ellas están 
tejiendo.  Llego allí, pero mamá no quiere enseñar.  Entonces, yo agarré 
hojas de, comos se llama, de esas cosas, isote.  Hojas de isote yo agarré y 
empecé a rallar, a rallar y así.  Empecé a hacer el chokoi.  Sí.  Empecé a 
hacer el chokoi.  Empecé a tejer.  Pero solo con eso.  Teniendo diez años, 
ya puedo tejer con las hojas de isote.   

Q: ¿Como si fuera hilos? 

A: Sí.  Entonces, yo le pedí dinero a mi papá, porque mi papá siempre 
viaja y vende las cosas.  Entonces, llego a mi papá, en un día domingo le 
dije, “Papá, yo quiero trabajar.”  “¿Y qué trabajo haces teniendo diez 
años?”  Entonces, mi papá me dijo, “Está bueno”, me dijo.  50 centavos 
me dió mi papá.  Porque el hilo antes costaba doce centavos la madeja…Y 
así empecé a hacer fajas.  Empecé a hacer fajas, y me dió mucha 
experiencia.  Dejé de hacer fajas y empecé a hacer otras cosas.  Así como 
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tengo mi faja ahorita.  Eso puedo hacer yo.  Empecé a tejer así.  Ganaba 
1.50 Q por esas fajas…en aquellos tiempos.  Después que subió, me 
pagaron tres quetzales.  Mi papá llevaba las fajas a la costa y allí vendía 
mi papá.  Y así fue mi vida (Teresa Ujpán Pérez, 36 years old, married, six 
children, Treasurer of Artesanos de San Juan).167

Teresa and her seven sisters and brother Francisco together straddled the 

two generations and two economic worlds in which domestic life and production 

radically changed: between children who were weavers/migrants to the Coast and 

children who are expected to study and not weave or work for money during their 

childhood.  In observing the trends in the late 1980s and early 1990s in tourist 

markets such as Panajachel and communities such as San Juan, filled with 

tourists, exporters, women marketers and women’s weaving projects, we can now 

with great certainty describe Dominga as a woman far ahead of her time, and that 

Teresa was the child of a woman who had with little regret or discussion decided 

to leave her accepted local domestic and maternal role, ironically for the purpose 

of fulfilling it.  At times the continued sense of nostalgia for a time when 

                                                 
167 “Q: How old were you when you learned to weave? 
A: Seven years old.  The same as my child here (gesturing to the child at her side).  Yes, I always 
went with that lady because her little girls were weaving.  I thought it was so sweet/pretty/nice to 
see how they were there weaving.  I would go there, because my mother did not want to teach us.  
Then, I began gathering those leaves of, what are they called?…of isote.  I would gather up the 
isote leaves and begin splitting them, splitting them like this.  And from these I would make 
chokoi.  Yes, I began making chokoi, I began to weave, by only with these materials.  At ten years 
old, I would weave with isote leaves. 
Q: As if they were threads? 
A: Yes.  Then, I asked my father for money, because my father always traveled and sold things.  
So I went to my father, it was a Sunday, and I said to him “Daddy, I want to work.”  “And what 
kind of work are you going to do at ten years old?”  Then my father said to me “Alright”, he said.  
My father then gave me 50 cents.  Because thread used to cost twelve cents per madeja 
(skein)…and from that I began making fajas.  I began making fajas, and this I learned a lot.  Then 
I stopped making fajas, and began making other things.  Like the type of faja I have right now.  I 
began to weave like this.  I would earn 1.50Q for one of these fajas…in those days.  Later the 
price went up, and they paid me three quetzals apiece.  My father would take the fajas down to the 
coast and sell them there.  That was the way my life was.” 
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“mothers were at home” and “wove with their daughters”, dominates the other 

common narrative and in many ways more determining themes of the women’s 

pasts, such as poverty, hunger, the hardships of migration and life as a laborer on 

plantations, as the continuation of this narrative illustrates. 

A: Y después mi papá nos llevó a la algodonera, a ir a trabajar, a ganar, sí, 
a la costa en la finca Victoria.  Sí, y nos fuimos en otra finca también, Los 
Alamos…bajo de Chiquisate.  Allí nos fuimos.  Nos fuimos cuatro o cinco 
veces allí.  Porque el dinero no había bastante antes. 

Q: ¿Ud. se fue con sus otras hermanas también? 

A: Con mi papá y con mis hermanos.  Mi hermano Pancho (Francisco). 

Q: Uds se fueron juntos.  Y ¿cómo fue la vida en la costa cuando Uds. se 
fueron?  ¿Durante qué meses estaban allí? 

A: En diciembre – noviembre, diciembre. 

Q: Y ¿cómo fue la vida allá? 

A: Muy duro.  ¿Pero que hace uno cuando uno quiere ir a trabajar?  Si 
quiere ganar unos centavos, uno tiene que aguantar.  Sí, la vida allá es 
muy costoso. 

Q: ¿Cuantos años tenía Ud. cuando se fue con su papá y su hermano? 

A: Como doce o trece años. 

Q: Entonces, ¿que hace una mujercita de trece años? 

A: Cortar algadón.  Si, cortar algodón. 

Q: Y ¿cuánto le pagaban? 

A: Yo creo que un centavo la libra. 

Q: Y ¿cuántas libras puede agarrar una niña? 

A: Quince libras. 
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Q: Entonces, ¿diez o quince centavos gana el día? 

A: Sí, pero con la comida.  Sí, allí le dan comida a uno.  Hicimos por dos 
años, y cuando regresamos, siempre empecé a tejer: hacer huipiles de esos, 
como se llama, volcanes aquí, bordado (Teresa Ujpán Pérez, 36 years old, 
married, six children, Treasurer of Artesanos de San Juan).168

The cyclical return from the poor pay and hardships of this forced 

migration is marked by the ability to return home and to begin to weave again.  

Teresa emphasized that when she returned to weave, she did not begin making 

just any weaving, but the huipil with the familiar community design on it, with the 

volcanoes around the collar.  Having saved a bit of money and her ability to 

weave, she spoke of the happiness she felt as a girl in returning home to see the 

volcanoes that surrounded San Juan, and the relief she felt sitting down to recreate 

the community huipil with the volcanoes ringing the collar.   
                                                 
168 “A: Later my father began taking us to the cotton plantation, to go to work and earn money, to 
the coast on the farm Victoria.  Yes, and we went to another farm as well, Los Alamos they called 
it, below/south of Chiquisate.  We went there.  We went there about four or five times, because 
there was never enough money back then. 
Q: You went with your other sisters? 
A: With my father and my brothers.  My brother Pancho. 
Q: You went together.  What was life like on the coast when you went?  During which months 
were you there? 
A: In December – in November and December. 
Q: And what was life like there? 
A: Very hard.  However, what can one do when you want to work?  If you want to earn a little 
money, you have to bear it.  Yes, life there was very difficult. 
Q: How old were you when you went with your father and brother? 
A: About twelve or thirteen years old. 
Q: And what does a little woman of thirteen years do? 
A: Pick cotton.  Yes, pick cotton. 
Q: And how much were you paid for that? 
A: I think it was one cent a pound. 
Q: And how many pounds can a girl pick? 
A: Ten or fifteen pounds. 
Q: So, you earned about ten or fifteen cents a day? 
A: Yes.  However, they gave us food.  Yes, there they give you food.  We did that for two years 
and when we returned, I would always begin weaving again: making huipils of these with the, 
what do you call them, volcanoes here (gesturing to her neck and to the hills above the patio where 
we sat), embroidered.” 

 337



 
Illustrations 5.46 The volcanoes surrounding San Juan 

 
 
Illustration 5.47a and 5.47b Older woman and young girls wearing the San 
Juan huipil 
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The relief expressed in Teresa’s many narratives about returning to San Juan was 

a common element in the narratives of all the women and men interviewed which 

involved migration to the coast (which was described as a brutally difficult 

experience from which people sometimes did not always return), marketing in 

Panajachel and throughout the Central Highlands, and even studying in 

Quetzaltenango and Guatemala City, a privilege only a few of the children of the 

third generation enjoyed. 
 

 339



Illustration 5.48a, 5.48b and 5.48c Hilda studying 
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Illustration 5.49 Cristina and Andrea home on break from private boarding 
schools in Quetzaltenango and Guatemala City  

 
Socorra and her two daughters returning from the main square during the San Juan fiesta. 

Although return to highland communities was always spoken of with great 

relief and joy, Dominga would always talk about how she had not wanted this 

kind of life of forced migration to the coast for her children and grandchildren.  

She was a three-time widow, the daughter of an indigenous woman and a ladino 
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municipal secretary, who had survived all of her spouses and alone raised her 

children to adulthood on the proceeds of her own marketing work, and now, in her 

later years, still marketed in Panajachel to support herself, her adult children and, 

for those of them who needed it, her grandchildren.   
 
Illustration 5.50 Dominga working at her puesto on Calle Santander, 
accompanied by one of her sons-in-law and his two children 

 

Like many Guatemalans Dominga was born between two interconnected 

but highly segregated societies, and had learned how to broker the blurred area 

between the two.  She and others of the first generation neither greatly benefited 

nor receive much credit for their work or efforts, even though it was what broke 

the ground for the next generation so that they would not have to continue to 

migrate to the coast or grow up to be one of San Juan’s “mujeres pobres.”   

While much of her energy went into establishing the groundwork and the 

base knowledge necessary for marketing to be profitable (i.e., being one of the 
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first to sell in Panajachel and hence obtaining one of the best stall spots on Calle 

Santander, which she shared with all of her daughters and her daughter-in-law), 

she had in the end accumulated hardly any wealth.  What accumulation did occur 

among the Pérezes would take place during the post-childbearing years of the 

marketwomen and organizational administrators of weaving projects of the next 

generation (i.e., Socorra, Teresa, and Carlotta).  Dominga was aware of and would 

comment on the class differences that had begun to develop between herself and 

some of her daughters, and how the work situation of the second generation was 

vastly superior to that of the first, and for this she was happy and proud.   
 
Illustration 5.51 Dominga’s granddaughters standing in her house 
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Illustration 5.52 String of homes that make up part of Pérez compound 

 

There was a sense that if one was fortunate and worked hard that each generation 

could progress a certain degree beyond that which their parents had achieved.  

This progress however had its limits, allowing some to move ahead out of the 

streets, into the shops, and beyond, while others would have to stay behind.   

Q: Cuando Ud. se fue a vender allá, ¿siempre llevó sus niños con Ud? 

A: Sí llevé la chiquita.  Porque la otra era grande –la Socorra– ya quedó 
allí.  Y cuando lo vió la Socorra que yo estoy haciendo el trabajo, ya 
empezó ella también a ir a Panajachel.  Pues, ahora, ya con el trabajo, con 
el hilo, con los trabajos de tejido ya tiene sus, como se llama, sus 
clientes169 donde va a dejar.  Sí.  Ahora yo estoy bien alegre para ella, bien 

                                                 
169 A term used in referring to repeat customers, clients, sometimes used synonymously with 
patrons/as. 
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orgullosa.  Pero yo, me mantengo allí en la calle.  Sí.  Me mantengo allí 
(Dominga, 64 years old).170

For Dominga, the visible success of Socorra, Teresa, and Carlotta as 

entrepreneurs and leaders meant that her sacrifices had not been in vain.  It meant 

that her decisions as a mother and breadwinner (although with many drawbacks) 

had overall been good ones, that her hard work cultivating networks of weavers, 

and long years of selling in Panajachel and learning how to communicate and 

work with foreigners had created opportunities for at least some of her children.  

Although not all were able to take advantage/benefit equally (indeed there was a 

significant difference in the economic success/wealth of various sisters, ranging 

from Socorra to Susana), since the family had stayed together, the success of a 

few had brought benefits and stability to varying degrees to all its members.  For 

although she may not have taught her children to weave, she did teach them to 

work hard, depend upon themselves, take advantage of opportunities, not be 

afraid to go out into the world, and to stay together and to take care of one 

another.  Indeed, this interdependence was as necessary for the marketwomen 

who needed the women at home to care for their children when they were away, 

as it was for those many others at home who were unable to leave the compound 

and community to earn money.  The result was that the new forms of income 

                                                 
170 “Q: When you went to sell there, did you always take your children with you? 
A: Yes, I took the youngest.  Because the other was big –Socorra-, she stayed behind.  However, 
when Socorra saw what I was doing with this work, she began also going to Panajachel.  And 
now, look at her with her work, with the thread, with all the tejido work she has with her, how to 
do you call them, her clients, where she goes and drops off her orders.  Yes, now I am so happy 
for her, so proud.  But, me, I will remain here in the street.  Yes, I’ll remain here.”   
Although I translate mantener here as remain, mantener has several possible meanings here: to 
maintain, to support, to remain firm, or steady – all of which are appropriate in describing what 
Dominga’s work has and continues to represent to the Pérez family. 
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generation in which the Pérez women were involved, although they may not be 

weaving, were still linked -as weaving had been- to the daily rhythms of the 

maintenance of the domestic unit and family networks, with all of its conventional 

expectations of duty and responsibility.   

“Anda casa en casa…siempre está en la calle” (She goes from house to 
house...always in the streets) 

The Pérez womens’ trips to and activities within the Panajachel tourist 

market on Calle Santander, often without the accompaniment of men and 

children, can not be easily monitored by the family and members of the larger 

community.  This lack of ability to survey women's daily activities has sometimes 

led to tensions and suspicions about the actual activities involved in and latent 

motivations behind their public sector activities.  These tensions regarding their 

activities in the tourism market put women in a bind.  If sales are not going well 

and profits are not being brought home, then women are often questioned about 

“what they have actually been doing out there in the streets” (e.g., selling tejidos 

or...?).  Yet if sales are unusually good, women must often hide or downplay the 

success they have in the market for fear of accusations of being exploitative 

(taking advantage of –aprovechando- the women that work for them) and greedy, 

or of trying to become more powerful than other women in their family, 

community or their own husbands. 

After having left their homes and San Juan before dawn and a full day of 

selling in the market in Panajachel, these women often returned to their home 

communities where they prepared their family's evening meal, only to have to 

leave their house again to hand out hilo and money owed, and pick up finished 
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weaving to be sold in the market the next day.  Often they have to be out for hours 

after dark, "andando casa en casa" (walking/going from house to house).  Many 

family and community members comment that, like those of the early mornings 

when they are active, these evening errands happen at dangerous hours for a 

woman to be out alone.  Evil spirits and equally malicious men walk the streets 

when it is dark (both at night and in the early morning), assaulting the living and 

unsuspecting, robbing them of their goods, life and virtue.  Stories that have been 

told for generations warning women, men, and children of such dangers are still 

recounted to wives and children. 

Francisco is a wonderful storyteller.  This evening after dinner he told us 
(the children, Carlotta, and I) the story of the Charokotel.  One day a 
woman on her way back from a neighbor’s house, where she had left her 
nixtamal (corn in lime) to be ground (by hand by her neighbor since there 
was no molino –central corn grinder- in their town).  It was very early in 
the morning and still dark and there sitting on the corner near her home sat 
a man.  Now this man was no real man, he was a charokotel.  The 
charokotel stopped the woman and asked her if she would have sex with 
him, offering her a great deal of money for the opportunity.  The women, 
saying to herself, “Well, I am poor and need the money”, agreed.  While 
en el acto (in the act), the Charokotel disappeared inside the woman, 
whereupon the woman began to cough up blood.  Within days the woman 
died.  But before dying she confessed and told of what she had done, this 
is how we know the story. 

Pancho’s grandmother, who told him this story, warned him to beware of 
any beautiful, very nice women whom he may meet in the dark.  That no 
matter how much he was tempted, not to go with them, for they might be 
Charokotels waiting to take advantage and kill a person.  It is interesting to 
see that a woman was used as the example in the story.  She violated 
social mores by prostituting herself (out of need as some poor women in 
indigenous society have done/had to).  She was punished with death, but 
lived long enough “to confess”: the function of which could be 1) telling 
the listeners that there was redemption for her wrongdoing, or 2) by giving 
testimony, she was able warning to others of her experience and its terrible 
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ramifications.  Personal testimony having a much stronger impact than 
that carried by hearsay or legend (Excerpt from field notes 6/28/89). 

 
Illustration 5.53 Drawing of Charokotel 

 
Drawing by San Juan La Laguna artist Antonio Coché Mendoza. 
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Illustration 5.54 Drawings of bewitched woman about to die 

 
Drawing by San Juan La Laguna artist Antonio Coché Mendoza. 

Although such stories of danger lurking in the streets at odd hours are 

often dismissed with laughter by children and sidelong glances by wives (as much 
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for the risqué content, as for the message), more than once I have walked the 

streets at these hours with women and children to have them halt in their tracks 

and ask if I too do not see that figure in the distance, rising and falling as it 

walked towards them in the distance.  Charokotels are said to be able to rise above 

the ground and sink below again in a wave-like manner, in order to be able to 

surprise their victims or escape once recognized.  We would wait minutes 

sometimes watching, only to conclude that it was just a piece of cloth or plastic 

bag blowing up and down the path, or, on occasion, to take an alternate route. 

Although often only felt in a passing moment, the fear experienced by 

women who had to make these visits alone sometimes had more lasting and 

physical impact.  Sometimes, after returning from these very early morning and 

late evening errands, women would complain of being struck by profound susto 

(fear).  One evening Carlotta returned from her nighttime errands, teary eyed and 

visibly shaken.  When Francisco asked her what happened, she explained that 

while waiting for another woman with whom she was running errands to finish 

her mandado (errand) inside a neighboring compound, a cat had suddenly 

screeched and jumped down from the roof, landing almost directly on top of her 

and then ran away into the dark.  When I asked if it had hit her and was she hurt, 

she replied that no, it had not touched her.  However, both Francisco and Carlotta 

agreed that it had been a bad thing, a bad omen, and that she would need to be 

more careful in the days to come.  For some time afterwards, Carlotta acted 

worried, complained of shortness of breath and sickness, and tried not to go out 

after dark. 
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In addition to the fear these women sometimes expressed when having to 

travel/or go out in the early morning and at night, they expressed a keen 

awareness of the chisme (gossip) and accusations being made against them by 

their neighbors: that implied that they were loose women who were "siempre 

están en la calle" (always in the street).  Neither the activity nor the 

marginalization these women experienced “always being in the streets” was 

considered by these marketers to be by choice, but by necessity.  Indeed, as we 

have seen, the economic needs of the family and the members of their networks, 

the distance of commuting from home to the market and back, and their other 

household responsibilities required that they go out very early in the morning and 

late at night in their home community and to work “in the streets” in Panajachel 

during the day.  Although they did not like to discuss it (it caused them vergüenza 

–shame- to talk about it explained Florinda), due to the racial, ethnic, national and 

class-based segregation of the tourism industry/market, more often than not, these 

women were not even allowed to physically enter the formalized spaces where 

other types of commercial activities took place (stores, hotels, restaurants), 

leaving them no other option. 

Mujeres honradas y cualquieras (Honorable and loose women) 

Women combat this gossip and the associated allegations of greed and 

promiscuity not by questioning the categories or metrics used to judge them, but 

by trying to prove, based upon those very measures, that they are indeed "mujeres 

honradas" (honorable women) and not "cualquieras" (loose women).  They 

clarify that they go into the streets not "por gusto" (for pleasure, because they 
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enjoy it), but "por necesidad e obligación" (due to necessity and obligation) - to 

ensure the well-being of their families, children and those women who are too 

afraid or simply not allowed by their husbands or families to physically leave 

their homes and communities.  Comments and allegations that they are now like 

ladinas (i.e., walk, speak, live a lifestyle that is no longer indigenous171) are 

countered with fierce expressions of communal place-centered identity, and 

justifications that they only travel so that they can afford to maintain their homes 

and land in San Juan and raise their children there. 

Women from different generations have dealt with the allegations of 

greed, promiscuity, and ethnic impurity in terms of the kind of measures they can 

take to guard against suspicion.  These include being generous with loans and 

financial gift-giving, cultivating only female patronas and comerciantes 

whenever possible, taking other women or children when meeting with men or in 

solitary situations, taking on community cargos (positions of obligation within 

formal institutions), etc.  While these measures help in securing and maintaining 

their honor and their positions in their families and communities, and help to 

reinforce and publicly display their priorities of home and community over 

marketplace, they do not completely protect women from suspicion and stigma, in 

the community and in the home.  Indeed, as women constantly point out, many 

other factors, such as the kind of marriage a woman makes (the personality of the 

man and his financial/familial situation) and the space within which they reside 

                                                 
171 There are even discussions around whether Dominga, the grandmother, is actually a ladina 
who years ago put on indigenous clothing and began to live as an indígena. 
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(matrilocal or patrilocal, family compound or independently), are just as 

important in determining a woman’s ability to survive and superar. 

A crack in the door and a hole in the floor: the impact of poverty, change, and 
suspicion on the household/family compound 

I had finished work for the day and had wanted to go and see whether 

anyone was in the courtyard in Dominga’s part of the compound where the 

women and children usually congregated in the afternoons on days that they had 

not gone to the market.  But I was tired and after eating I decided to sit in the 

courtyard and play with Francisco and Carotta’s children.  One of the young 

children who lived on Dominga’s side of the compound came running in 

breathless, speaking so rapidly in Tz’utuijil that I could not understand what she 

was saying.  Francisco and Carlotta’s children, my interpreters through the years 

in such situations, explained that she said that there was a problem over at 

Dominga’s and that they wanted me to come over, right now.  I headed over, the 

child running on in front of me, looking around nervously, urging me to walk 

faster.   

When we arrived, the courtyard was empty.  The child took me by the 

hand and pulled me in the direction of the door of Dominga’s house, which was, 

uncharacteristically, closed.  In all the time I had lived with the Perezes, I could 

never remember this door being closed when Dominga was home.  The child 

rapped her small fist against the dark wood.  A muffled voice from inside asked 

who it was.  The child replied that it was Xeni and to open up!  The door opened a 

crack, then wider and Dominga pulled me inside.  “What is going on?” I asked.  

One of Dominga’s adult daughters sat on the floor next to the three stones that 
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made up the hearth, which was cold.  She was crying and held her youngest 

daughter.  Seeing me she tried to stop, but broke out again, covering her eyes with 

one hand while holding the little girl, who was also now crying, with the other.   

Dominga apologized for having asked me to come, but they thought that 

maybe my being there would calm the situation a bit.  “What situation?” I asked.  

She slowly began to explain that there had been a misunderstanding between her 

daughter and her daughter’s husband.  He –incorrectly, Dominga assured me- had 

accused her daughter of talking too familiarly with men on the lancha and of 

walking around with other men in the street, in Panajachel.  From there, the 

accusations began spiraling, as did the arguments and threats.  They had been 

arguing like this for some time, but today he had been drinking and things had 

escalated.  When the situation began getting out of control, Dominga stepped in, 

and told her son-in-law to go take a walk to quiet down.  She took her daughter 

and granddaughter into her house, locking the door behind them for safekeeping.  

This turned out to be a wise idea, for as the afternoon drew on her son-in-law did 

not become calmer, but angier.  He returned, with a machette, banging on the 

door, yelling that he knew what she had been doing and that he would not be 

shamed like this, made a fool of by his own wife, and that she should come out 

and face him.  After a very tense period, he left the compound, vowing to return 

with something that would get him in.  That is when they sent for me.   

What could I do?  I did not know her daughter’s husband well.  Indeed, I 

knew relatively little about him.  He was a quiet man who did not come from a 

family with much.  After marrying Dominga’s daughter, he had chosen to come 
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live in his mother-in-laws compound, a somewhat uncharacteristic, but an 

increasingly common practice in a land-poor community.  He was always gentle 

and affectionate with his children, quick to smile, but had no discerable form of 

work and, as of late, drank increasingly.  His wife was the beauty of the Pérez 

family, and always joked about how when she was young she fell madly in love 

with her husband, which had been fortunate, as he made beautiful babies.  Indeed, 

all of their children, male and female, were strikingly beautiful.  Sitting in this 

dark room, with women crying, a drunk man with a machette outside threatening 

to find a way in, I was having a hard time understand how things had declined so 

much, so fast, and an even harder time trying to see how any of us were going to 

get out of it.  My anxious thoughts were interupted by the distant muffled voices 

of men arguing.  A child who had been standing watch wispered something I 

could not make out through the crack in the door.  This was followed by sound of 

small feet running away and a long silence.  We stood waiting, Dominga and I 

pushing against the door, listening for the footsteps we knew were coming.  Even 

though we knew it was coming, we jumped when the first hard bang on the door 

hit.  The first was loud and dull, and seemed to be made by a hand.  It was 

followed by pause and then a strange cracking thud that was I would learn was the 

sound of thin hard metal hitting dry wood.   

Dominga’s daughter and granddaughter began crying again, while 

Dominga and I pushed against the door, which was only held in place by a crude 

latch bar and our bodies.  Dominga yelled through the crack in the door at her 

son-in-law that this had to stop right now.  She added that his wife had left and 
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was not there, that was scaring the children and that Jennifer was so frightened 

that she would leave and never come back.  Worse, Jennifer would write all about 

this.  These and the numerous other words were thrown back and forth that night 

had little effect.  Finally, worn out, he left.  We sat all the rest of the evening next 

to the door, without food, water, a way out or without knowing what was 

happening outside.  Finally a knock came, gentle and quiet.  It was one of the 

sisters (I don’t remember which) letting us know that the other men in the family 

had lured him away to talk to him, that he would not be coming back that night 

and that we could come out.  The next morning everyone at Francisco and 

Carlotta’s hearth ate in silence.  When the children tried to ask questions, they 

were told to hush and not talk while eating.  I was leaving in a few days and was 

busy finishing up work, but did consciously make an effort to stay away from 

Dominga’s side of the compound.  When it finally came time to leave, I ventured 

over to say goodbye.  It was a reserved goodbye.  Everyone seemed tired, just 

trying to get on with their work and daily life.  

When I entered Dominga’s courtyard for the final time that trip, I was 

surpised to see that in the center of the sitio there was a huge hole, large enough 

for one or two full grown adults to stand in and deep enough tht they would not be 

seen.  Mounds of dirt were heaped on every side, filling the courtyard.  It was the 

new pozo ciego (septic system) for the latrine that the men had been planning and 

promising to build, and they had begun during those days that I had stayed away.  

As we said goodbye, we carefully stepped around the huge hole and knee deep 

mounds of excavated dirt, never venturing to look down to see who it was that 
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was working inside.  As I was leaving, a man’s head apeared from the hole.  It 

was Dominga’s son-in-law from the other evening.  He was dirty, covered with 

filth, and looked worn out.  He was handing up bucketfuls of dirt from the hole to 

the young man standing above him.  He saw me and we looked at each other for a 

long moment.  He offered a strained tired smile.  All of the anger and fury that I 

felt towards him, and the fear that I felt for Dominga, her daughter and her 

children that I thought I would have to control once I saw him again, was 

strangely not surging up.  Instead, I felt a profound saddness and tiredness.  I 

forced a smile back, then we both looked away, and I walked out of the 

compound.   

This quiet man, so gentle with his children, was in over his head in so 

many ways, trying to dig himself out of the hole in the center of his mother-in-

laws compound he had gotten himself into, but with each move only seemed to 

get in deeper.  He was obviously trying to make amends by repairing and 

expanding the latrine and septic, which the family needed.  But few felt happiness 

over this long awaited improvement.  The activity only distracted the household 

from the deeper chasm that had been opened in the family.  This chasm, like the 

pozo ciego, would by the end of the week -if everyone worked hard and stayed 

out of the way- be covered over and, should no further disruptions occur, could be 

forgotten about for some time.  Indeed everyone did make an effort to ignore it 

and get on with the work of daily life, and not focus on what lay below the thin 

layer of earth their compound now rested on.   
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Later, the following year, Dominga’s beautiful daughter did leave her 

husband to join another man’s household in a community across the Lake, taking 

with her one child (her youngest – the little girl who sat with her through that 

fearful afternoon and evening) and leaving two others (the oldest – a girl – who 

refused to go with her and the middle one – a boy - who the other man would not 

accept).  Her decision to leave led to speculation regarding which came first: her 

husband’s suspicions and his ill-treatment of her (which included drinking 

heavily, not financially supporting the family and selling what possessions she 

had accumulated in order to have the money to drink) or her wish and 

preparations to leave.  Several women, however, pointed out that she never 

wanted to leave, but the arguments did not stop, the situation continued to 

deteriorated and she had no other place to flee, given that he lived in her mother’s 

compound.  Normally if there are serious marital disputes, the woman who 

usually resides patrilocally or independetly can leave her husband and return to 

her mother’s home, taking her children (all of them) with her.  No such remedy 

was available to this young woman, as her husband would not leave.  Hence, her 

only alternative was for her to leave and to take what children she could with her, 

leaving the rest to an uncertain future.  Being of few resources, the only 

alternative was to leave to live with someone who would be able to help support 

her, the most likely candidate being a man.   

After a short time of being away, however, Dominga’s daughter sent word 

to Dominga that she could not bear being away from her children and family and 

wanted to return home.  After some negotiation, involving various members of the 
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extended family, she did returned to her mother’s compound, her children, and 

her husband.  Throughout her absence, her husband continued to live in his 

mother-in-law’s compound.  Ironically, despite his previous behavior, this 

established his position as the one who had legitimate rights to domicile -rights 

she gave up upon leaving- and placing him in the position of  “taking her back.”  

Rather than strengthening her position and acting as a threat against future 

mistreatment, her move to leave had placed all of her previous actions into 

question and further weakened her ability to negotiate a better situation for herself 

and her children.  Furthermore, it lessened the sympathy and support she had 

unwaveringly been receiving from her network of women, who as time went by, 

had begun trying to distance themselves from the situation.  This distancing was 

largely a defensive response, meant to minimize their past association with the 

events leading up to her departure and suspicions that they were somehow 

involved in similar activities.  Ever since her departure they had had to respond to 

questions regarding what they knew about the situation and when they knew it 

(questions regarding their possible complicity in her plans to leave), and 

suspicions that her actions might be repeated. 

A woman’s decision about who she marries will have far-reaching 

procussions on her and her family’s well-being.  It affects not only the daily 

rythms and happiness of her domestic life, but her ability/success in relating with 

her extended family, the broader community and participation in 

economic/income-generating activities.  Thus, a girl’s early relationships with 

those outside her family carry with them the burden of her and her family’s future 
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happiness.  A clear distinction is made from very early on between “friendships” 

(which are exclusively held with other girls) and romantic relationships with 

boyfriends or novios.  The notion of a platonic friendship between young women 

and men was repeatedly rejected by the women interviewed as neither 

permissable or logical.  Friendships with young women were nostalgically 

described as carefree and happy times when one had the freedom to move about 

in groups in public spaces, talk openly with other women, and live without the 

responsibilities of children and with the support of parents.  Relationships with 

young men were described in more serious tones, and were characterized as 

neither casual nor trusting, but careful, wary and very serious testing periods 

during which young women had to observe the actions and words of young men, 

in order to gauge what kind of husband and father they would make.  The 

qualities which women repeatedly emphasized as being critical were a man’s 

truthfullness, as well as his tendency towards angryness and jealousy.  In one of 

our many discussions, Carlotta tried to explain how women have a responsibility 

to themselves to choose well when deciding who they should marry.  Once 

married, women then had to defend their families against suspicion and the bad 

words and intentions of outsiders who may be envious of their success and 

domestic happiness. 

Q: Pero ¿qué es la diferencia entre un amigo y un novio? 

A: Porque tu novio es tu novio.  Ud., supongamos, tu novio, si uno quiere 
casarte con él, ¿verdad? O si Ud. quiere, sí va a ser novia de él, entonces 
tiene que ver el testimonio del hombre.  Tiene que va a ver testimonio que 
dice que si es bueno o si no es enojado, o no es celoso, eso es lo que tiene 
que ver uno. 
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Q: Entonces, si un hombre es bueno, ¿él no es celoso? 

A: Si el hombre es celoso, es problema. 

Q: ¿Por qué es problema? 

A: Porque miro yo que es problema.  Porque si el hombre es celoso, no 
deja de salir un poquito en la calle y no quiere que te sales a comprar las 
cositas en la tienda.  Porque ese hombre, si te habla un muchacho abierto 
él va a decir que es otro es tu novio, o es otro tu marido, ese es el celoso.  
Sí.  Pero cuando si no es celoso…cuando te venís no ha problema, ese no 
es celoso, porque es celoso es problema. 

Q: ¿Pero Francisco no es celoso? 

A: No, él no. 

Q: No.  Solamente está bromeando cuando dice que…(Here I am referring 
back to the many jokes Francisco teasingly makes regarding the possibility 
of Carlotta or other marketers running away to the United States or Europe 
with “rich gringos" to live a life of lesiure, only to return to Guatemala to 
visit their families as tourists on vacation). 

A: Sí, eso es. 

Q: ¿Pero sí hay mujeres en la familia que tienen esposos celosos? 

A: Sí… 

Q: Y ¿qué dice a ella? 

A:  Porque si el marido dice, así como hace mi esposo, “Ay, esa mujer, esa 
es...”, no sé qué dice, verdad.  Solo que es broma, verdad.  Pero ella lo 
cree y así es el hombre también.  Y si ella plactica con un muchacho, “Ah, 
ese es tu marido”, le dice a ella.  Eso es problema.  Por una cosita se 
pelean.  Entonces no es bueno. 

Q: No.  Y ¿por qué pasa, Carlotta?  ¿Por qué hace así? 

A: Eso sí, no sé.  Mira como él no quiere que ella sale un poquito a 
comprar las cositas.  Ya cuando ella va, le pega.  Y si sale un poco a ver 
en la calle, “Vas a ver tu casero”, le dice a ella.  Ese es problema. 
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Q: ¿Qué es un casero? 

A: Es otro amante. 

Q: Novio, amante , ¿sí? 

A: El dice que, le dicen él como aquí solo de casero hablan.  Sí.  Aquí ni 
una vez se oye amante, nada.  Solo esa palabra le dicen a uno, sí…Es 
problema cuando uno tiene celos.  Pero cuando uno no tiene celos -ni el 
hombre, ni la mujer- no tienen problemas… 

Q: Y ¿hay mucha envidia también?  ¿O no? 

A: Porque la envidia eso es donde mira uno, cuando uno está bien.  
Entonces, es lo que uno le oye a la otra le pone a consejo al hombre o a la 
mujer.  Entonces, es un envidio para que se pelean como mira, si un 
hombre, sí le mira, odia esa familia, que eso es que le, le mete cosas al 
hombre o la mujer para que sí se pelean.  

Q: ¿Adentro de la familia? 

A: Sí, dentro de la familia.  Pero como uno está bien, si uno que no está 
tan bien, entonces le mete problema para que si uno se pelea en su casa.  
Sí.172

                                                 
172 “Q: But, what is the difference between a friend and a boyfriend? 
A: Well, your boyfriend is your boyfriend.  You, (lets say) have a boyfriend, if you want to marry 
him, ok?  Or if you want, if you want to be his girlfriend, then you have to hear what the man has 
to say (to his testimonio).  You have to listen to what he has to say, and this will let you know if he 
is good or angry, or that he is not jealous, this is what one has to see/look out for. 
Q: Then, if a man is good, then he is not jealous? 
A: Yes, a man who is jealous is a problem. 
Q: Why is he a problem? 
A: Because I see it as a problem.  If the man is jealous, he does not let you out, go out into the 
street a little and does not want you to go out to buy things at the market.  Because this man, if you 
talk to another man (openly), he will say that that other man is your boyfriend, or is your other 
husband, this is the jealous man.  Yes.  But when he is not jealous…then you come home there are 
no problems, this is how it is with the man who is not jealous, because the jealous man is a 
problem.   
Q: But Francisco is not jealous? 
A: Oh, him, no. 
Q: No.  He is only joking when he says that… 
A: Oh, yes, only that. 
Q: But there are women in the familiy who do have jealous husbands? 
A: Yes… 
Q: And what do these men say to these women? 
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Jelousy, envy, and the kind of domestic disputes that result are not, as the 

previous narrative of Dominga’s daughter and son-in-law, simply resolved by the 

departure of one of the two partners.  Indeed due to the difficulties of economic 

dependence, the pressure put on the woman in supporting herself and her children 

alone, and men’s various reasons for wanting to keep the family intact, couples 

still plagued by problems, often reunite.  Rarely does one see such reunions bring 

peace and improvement to the couple or the family, explains Carlotta.   

A: Sí, con la (another one of Carlotta’s sister-in-laws – name will not be 
used) y su esposo…Porque cuando miro yo cuando ella sale, cuando 
regresa es problema.  Sí.  (Discusses many times she left her husband and 
returned again). 

Q: ¿Pero ha separado muchas veces? 

A: Muchas, como le pega.   

                                                                                                                                     
A: Because if a husband says, in the way that my husband says to me, “Oh, this women, she is…”, 
I don’t know what they say, you know?  Its that they are only joking, you know?  But she will 
believe it and so will the man.  And if she speaks to a man, “Oh there is your husband”, he will say 
to her.  This is a problem.  Over the smallest things they will fight.  That is why it is not good. 
Q: No.  And why does this happen, Carlotta?  Why do they do this? 
A: Why do the do this, I don’t know.  Look at how he does not want her even to go out a little to 
buy some things.  When she comes back, he hits her.  And if she goes out a little in the street, 
“Going to see your casero?, he will ask her.  This is a problem. 
Q: What is a casero? 
A: It is a person’s other lover. 
Q: Boyfriend, lover, is that it? 
A: He says that, he says that because here one only speaks of/uses the term casero.  Yes.  Here 
you never hear the word amante, never.  They only ever use this word, yes…It is a problem when 
one is jealous.  But when one is not jealous – either the man, or the women – there are no 
problems. 
Q: Is there much envy as well?  Or not really? 
A: Envy is when one sees that another is doing well.  It is when one listens to another, and gives 
advice to the man or to the woman.  It is because of this envy that couples fight.  If a man, if he 
sees one and hates a family, this is when he begins saying things to the man or to the woman so 
that they will fight.  
Q: Fight within the family? 
A: Yes, within the family.  But when one doing well, if one is not doing as well, then that is when 
they try to create problems so that one with fight/have problems within their home.  That’s what 
happens.” 
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Q: ¿Mucho? 

A: Sí.  Mucho, mucho. 

Q: Y ¿a los niños? 

A: No.  Sólo a ella. 

Q: Pero, ¿por qué? 

A: No sé, eso no entiendo, Xeni.173

Indeed, such situations leave viewers on the scene with a sense of 

incomprehension and bewilderment.  One thing that seems to be clear from these 

and similar narratives is that time rarely improves the situation of these families.  

It does not seem that the crack in the door and the hole in the floor ever really 

disappears, once having appeared.  Through the crack, the world can forever see 

into your home.  Similarly you and the members of the household in which you 

live are forever navigating around the hole in the center of the compound, trying 

to avoid acknowledging and falling into it.  The hard learned lesson women walk 

away with after experiencing/witnessing such events and years of treatment is 1) 

that they, as Dominga’s daughter Francisca has, decide not marry, but stay with 

their mothers and work as a group (which is an extremely rare occurance) or 2) 

that they should take great care in choosing the men they marry.  It is no small 
                                                 
173 “A: Yes, like (another one of Carlotta’s sister-in-law – name will not be used) and her 
husband…Because I see when she goes out, when she coumes back there are problems.  Yes.  
(Discusses mthe many times she left her  husband and returned again) 
Q: So they have separated many times? 
A: Many, since he hits her. 
Q: A lot? 
A: Yes, a lot, a lot. 
Q: And he hits the children too? 
A: No.  He only hits her. 
Q: But, why? 
A: I don’t know, this I don’t understand, Xeni.” 
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coincidence that the most economically successful marketers in the family, are the 

team of Dominga and her daughter Francisca, who have no men to constrain their 

activities, and Socorra and Carlotta, who are both married to men who allow them 

the freedom to do this work, and whenever and however possible support them in 

doing so, and are, moreover, proud of and share in the benefits of their success. 

“AHORA ESTOY FELIZ PORQUE CUMPLÍ CON MI OBLIGACIÓN” (NOW I AM 
HAPPY BECAUSE I HAVE FULFILLED MY OBLIGATION) 

It was Socorra, by far the most economically successful marketer and 

individual (female or male) in the Pérez family network, who repeatedly 

emphasized how it is through marketing that women are able to “cumplir con sus 

obligaciones” (fulfil their obligations) to their families and community and 

successfully preparar (prepare/train/educate) the next generation of women and 

men for their new and hopefully better roles in society.  “Cumpliendo con sus 

obligaciones” at the most basic level required the balancing of obligations 

involved in paying off a cycle of constant debt to suppliers and lenders, producing 

(on-time) required products ordered by clients and supporting and raising one’s 

children.  The difficulty was that as one’s success increased, rather than 

decreasing the level of obligation and endebtedness increased and expanded 

beyond ones own children, creditors, and clients, to members of the extended 

family and their children and eventually to women of one’s networks and of the 

community in general.  
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“Estoy dando duro para mantener a mis hijitos, para tapar” (I’m working hard 
to support my children, to cover/protect them) 

Dominga, in one conversation, explained the critical role weaving and 

marketing played in the much larger and more complex relationship of obligation 

and debt, supply and demand realized through commercial exchange in the 

marketplace.  The joy and relief she expresses over being able to sell a weaving 

from her roadside stand in Panajachel for 100 quetzals and pay an outstanding 

present debt seems exagerated, until one listens to her whole story.  From the 

present – and the relieve of repayment of the debt - she quickly slips into 

remembrances of more trying times in the past when widowed, she alone carried 

the overwhelming responsibility of having to support all of her children, through 

her own hard work and ingenuity, a type of endebtedness and obligation that she 

could never seem to get ahead of.  Dominga recounts how she struggled to protect 

her children using whatever resources she could lay her hands on.  She touchingly 

explains how through her hands and her hard work, she transformed these scarce 

resources, these mere threads into a huge blanket that could cover and protect all 

of her children, so that they would never feel “the cold.”  In this way she litterally 

and figuratively tried to shield them so that they would not feel the harshness of 

the world, and in this way allowed them to survive, grow up, and become the 

strong, sucessful adults they are today. 

A: Mire, estoy yo contenta ahorita, Xeni, porque tengo un poco de deuda y 
lo pagué con esas cien quetzales.  Estoy bien contenta.  Sí esas cien 
quetzales, estoy bien, sí, contenta, porque pasó una mi zute por cien.  Un 
gringo me compró allí en Panajachel.  Un gringo.  Por cien.  Ahora estoy 
bien alegre porque pasó mi zute por cien.  Sí.  Antes serían a 75 o 60 
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porque es muy barata el hilo.  Pero el hilo está subiendo, subiendo, 
subiendo… 

Q: Eses tejidos que Uds. hacen… 

A: Es trabajo de nosotros. 

Q: Pero ¿esos son tejidos que Uds. usan también? 

A: Usamos, pues.  Antes, no compraba chamarra.  Porque no tengo dinero 
para comprar, mejor con mi trabajo.  Sudando y trabajando con esos 
liensos, así de ancho.  Y con mis hijitos -mi marido no más está con 
nosotros- solita entre mis 4 o 5 hijitos, mujercitas.  Sí.  Solamente que lo 
vendí esta chamarra.  Me pidió un gringo, por eso lo vendí.  Tapa como 
siete u ocho gente, sale aquí de largo hasta allá llega, tope del pared.  
¡Grande!  Que tape mis hijos todo, pero es mi trabajo.  Sí.  No hay gente 
que trabaja así como trabajo yo… hice para ayudar mis hijitas, por eso 
crecieron.  Ahora la Socorra, ya la Juaquina, y ya la otra.  Ya son grandes, 
ya son mujeres.  Sí .  Pero por mi trabajo, estoy dando duro para mantener 
a mis hijitos, para tapar.  No sintieron frío, nada.  Están bien tapaditos con 
sus ropitos pero hecho a mano.  Hecho a mano.174

This ability to transform mere threads into whole cloth – to weave – is a 

skill that is seen as being distinctly indigenous.  It is, explains Dominga’s 

                                                 
174  “A: Now look, I am so happy/relieved now Xeni, because I have a bit of debt and was able to 
pay it off with these one hundred quetzals.  I am so happy.  Yes, with these one hundred quetzals, 
I am alright, I am ok, I am happy, all because my zute sold for one hundred quetzals.  A gringo 
bought it from me in Panajachel.  Yes.  Before it would have only gone for 75 or 60 because 
thread was pretty cheap.  But now the price of thread has been rising, rising, rising… 
Q: These weavings are the ones you’all  make? 
A: Yes, it is our work. 
Q: But these are the weavings that you’all use as well? 
A: We use them.  Before, we never bought blankets.  Because I did not have money to buy them, 
better that I make them.  Sweating and working on these liezos, these wide ones.  And with my 
little children – my husband was no longer with us- alone with my 4 or 5 children, little girls.  Yes.  
Only I was able to sell this blanket.  A gringo asked me for it, and for that reason I sold it.  It 
covered seven or eight people, it streached from here in length to there, the top of the wall.  It was 
huge!  It covered all of my children, but it was my work.  Yes.  There aren’t any people who work 
like I work…I did it for my little children, so that they would have something to grow up on.  Now 
Socorra, and Juaquina, and the other.  They are all grown up, they are all women.  Yes.  It was 
through my work, I was working so hard to support my children, to cover/protect them.  The never 
felt cold, not a bit.  They were/are covered/protected by these covering, all made by hand.  Made 
by hand.” 
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daughter, Teresa, what indigenous women do.  It is the only kind of income 

generating skill that they have, and, unlike ladinas and the few indigenous women 

who are educated at formal institutions in a given profession or trade, it is the only 

skill that most indigenous women have to fall back on to survive.  Ladinas are 

viewed as having fewer overall responsibilities due to their class compared to 

their indigenous counterparts.  Teresa and other women in the Pérez family point 

out that most indígenas do not have the income to employ servants to care for 

their children while they work, and do not have the kind of employment/income 

generating opportunities outside the home that could provide them with a stable 

salary.  Unlike ladinas who are seen as being able to easily separate home and 

work, indigenous women’s work is viewed as being intricately connected with the 

home, due to child care responsbilities and the fact that the majority of their 

production oriented work takes place within it.  The lack of the kind of 

employment opportunities that make the division between home and work 

possible are seen as being largely based upon access to education.  No only does 

education open up income generating possibilities, but women’s abilities to 

verbally communicate and express themselves. 

Q: ¿Qué son algunas de las diferencias entre la vida de una mujer indígena 
y una mujer ladina? 

A: Porque yo veo, porque, la mujer ladina tal vez tiene un sueldo.  Es 
mucho mas fácil que la vida de la mujer indígena porque la mujer ladina 
puede buscar sus servientes para mantener todo allí en la casa.  Solo llega 
a almorzar y se va otra vez…y llega a cenar y así.  Sólo en la oficina se 
mantiene.  Pero la mujer así haciendo con su criatura, hay muchas 
diferencias de eso. 
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Q: Entonces, en cambio, ¿una mujer indígena tiene que trabajar en la casa? 
¿Tiene que cuidar a sus criaturas?  ¿Tiene que tabajar en tejidos? 

A: Sí.  Es muy costoso la vida de la mujer indígena… 

Q: ¿Qué son algunas de las diferencias entre una mujer que ha estudiado 
afuera y una mujer que no? 

A: Bueno, la diferencia veo yo que la mujer es muy preparada la que 
estudia.  En cualquier parte o en cualquier agrupación o en cualquier 
sesión, ella opina rápido porque puede hablar bien, y tiene muchas 
experiencias como ha estudiado.  Pero en cambio, una mujer así, que no ha 
estudiado, uno tal vez quiere hablar o quiere opinar algo, pero ella no 
puede porque ella no ha estudiado.  Tiene temor.  Pero en cambio, uno 
cuando es estudiante opina tan rápido porque ya tiene valor, ya tiene 
muchas experiencias.175

The experience and knowledge education provides women and the 

information imparted in formal institutional contexts is seen as an extremely 

positive and important asset for improving one’s position in society.  It is a 

commonly-held premise within development circles that the best way to fight 

poverty and control population growth is to educate women.  The logic of this 

                                                 
175 “Q: What are some of the differences between the life of an indigenous and the life of a ladina 
woman? 
A:From the way I see it, the ladina, maybe, has an income. It is much easier than the life of an 
indigenous woman because the ladina can find servants to take care of everything in the house.  
She only arrives from the office to eat lunch…and for dinner and so on.  She can stay in the office 
the whole time.  But a woman trying to do everything with her children, there are many 
differences. 
Q:Therefore an indigenous woman has to stay at home. She has to take care of the children? She 
has to weave? 
A: Yes.  The life of an indigenous woman is very hard… 
Q: What are some of the differences between a woman who has studied and a woman who has 
not? 
A: Well, the differences that I see in a woman that has studied is that she is prepared.  In any 
place, in any group or in any meeting, she is able to give her opinion quickly because she is able to 
speak well/she is articulate, and has a lot of experience since she has studied.  But on the other 
hand, a woman who has not studied, maybe she wants to talk and give her opnion about 
something, but she is not able to because she hasn’t studied.  She is afraid.  But, when one is a 
student she can do it quickly because she is couragous, because she has a lot of experience.” 
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being that by deferring marriage and childbearing in order to pursue education 

and income generating opportunities, women are more likely to lead more 

economically productive, stable and healthy lives, giving birth to relatively fewer 

and healthier children.   

In our interviews, the young women from the third generation talked about 

the importance of studying, pursuing salaried work in a professional setting, and 

helping one’s parents before ever considering marriage and having children.  

They all expressed a strong recognition of the degree to which their parents and 

grandparents sacrificed for them so that they could have the advantages they now 

enjoy.  They articulated a deep sense of obligation to them and a commitment to 

move back to their home town (or surrounding towns) in order to help them and 

to improve the situation of their family and community.   

Giving these children the advantages that they enjoy and securing their 

(and in doing so their own future through them) meant that their mothers had to 

make strategic decisions about childbearing relatively early in the productive and 

reproductive lives.  Socorra made the early decision along with her husband to, 

after having four children, to have no more.  She approached health promoters 

who at the time were promoting women having their follopian tube tied as a 

permanent method of birth control.  Years later after the very complicated and 

dangerous birth of their fifth and last child in which Carlotta nearly died, she and 

her husband Francisco came to a similar conclusion.  With Socorra’s support and 

guidance, Carlotta and her sister-in-law Florinda also had the procedure done.  

Although she never mentioned the procedure by name, at the time of our 
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interview Teresa (so responsible and hard working) was struggling under the 

weight of responsibility and with the knowledge that she could not support a 

limitless number of children.  She wrestled with how she could continue raise her 

children in the way she wished and to work if she continued having more, and 

tried to imagine a future in which her children would be well provided for and she 

could sit back and enjoy the fruits of her labor. 

Enjoying and sharing the fruits of one’s labor 

We stood popping the small hot salty fish into our mouths, slowly 

crunching them: heads, bones and all.  Socorra looked conspiritorially over at me, 

“I shouldn’t be eating these.  Don’t tell Cristina (her daughter) - she would get 

mad,” as she picked one fish after another up off the hot griddle with the tips of 

her, quickly tossing them into the small bowl we both picked from.  The doctor 

had told her that they were bad for her high blood pressure, she told me, but a few 

wouldn’t hurt.  When we finished off the bowl (She did most of the cooking.  I 

did most of the eating), we decided to go pick peaches from the trees that stood in 

the back of her courtyard.  As we walked through the compound, Socorra showed 

me the various flowering trees and plants she had put in over the years and talked 

about her plans to expand the flower and fruit plantings.  Boughs heavy with 

purple, pink and red blossoms spread themselves against the brillant clean of the 

newly whitewashed walls of the compound, swaying in the cool breeze that 

brought the faint smell of burning wood from some distant neighboring family’s 

hearth. 
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Illustration 5.55 Socorra and Nicholas in the courtyard of their compound 

 

When we arrived at the peach trees, Socorra surveyed the possibilities and 

then slowly raised the long pole she had been carrying, taking aim at the fruits 

that were the highest up.  The flock of family and neighborhood children that 

always seemed to be around Socorra no matter where she was began to surround 

us, laughing at the spectacle of us trying to hit the peaches down from the tree.  
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Socorra strained under the weight of the long heavy pole, unwilling to give up the 

effort, only stopping when she began laughing too hard to control it.  Holding her 

side, she bent over to catch her breath, laughing and wiping the sweat away from 

her brow.  “Grab that branch Xeni and pull it lower.  That way I can get to it.”  

The children began jumping at the branches to see who could get closest.  After 

this brief competition I, who was twice times their height, reached up and pulled it 

down.  Socorra, looking at the children mischieviously, stepped forward and 

yelled “watch out” and began swinging the pole at the branch.  The children 

shrieked with mock fear and delight and ran in circles, first away from the tree, 

then back again, dashing at the falling fruit as it hit the ground.  “So much work 

for a peach” I teased.  “Yes, but the sweetest ones are always at the top, you have 

to work hard to reach them,” she said reaching down to pick up the largest, ripest 

one she could see.  

While the children gathered up the fallen fruit and took them back to their 

houses to eat, we walked back across the courtyard to Socorra’s dining room.  It 

was the only one of its kind I had ever seen in San Juan, complete with curtains, a 

ten place table setting with a glossy wood finish and high backed cushioned chairs 

to match.  On the way we walked past numerous rooms where young girls sat 

working, winding the warps of lienzos, surrounded by high stacks of multicolored 

scains of yarn.  Then we passed the rooms of her three teenage daughters who 

were at the time all away at school, studying in Xela and Guatemala City.  Her 

teenage son was also away studying, and was near finished with his degree.  Their 

rooms stood open, airing out and being redied for their return during the vacation 
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that was coming up.  The walls were covered with posters of popular singers and 

smiling girls in bathingsuits sitting next to the ocean.  Dolls and stuffed animals 

were propped up on the beds and nightstands.  On top of the bureaus full of 

clothes that would be worn when they returned, sat radios/stereo systems.   

We sat down at the table chewing at the bittersweet greenish orange 

exterior of the small hard not yet ripe peaches and talked about Socorra’s 

experiences with work and raising children.  She talked about the early years 

when she worked as a buyer for foreign collectors, combing the highlands for 

antigüedades, then the years doing pick up work for exporters and how finally she 

built up her network of clients and workers which now spanned the highlands.  

She travelled constantly and was rarely home, visiting the producers in her 

network, delivering goods to clients in Guatemala City and Antigua, which they 

would either sell in their high end stores or export to the U.S., Canada and 

Europe.  She and her husband, Nicolas, had both worked very hard and together 

raised four children who were now near completion of their studies at private 

schools.  Many years after Socorra could no longer have children, they adopted 

another, a little boy who they were raising as their own.   

Socorra had suceeded in a way no others in the family or the community 

had, and had built a huge network of patrons, clients, workers, and fictive family 

relations in which she was the generous and reliable godmother, the cornocopia of 

goodwill and abundance.  She had attained wealth, security, status and the respect 

of numerous families (indigenenous, ladino and foreign) not just through her 

business dealings, but with a certain attitude that the surplus she was producing 
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should be enjoyed by as many people as possible.  While she clearly accumulated 

wealth and invested it in her business, family and household (purchasing luxury 

goods and infrastructure, such as hot water, a flush toilet, a TV room, etc.), she 

spent a great deal of money and time fulfilling cargos in the Catholic Church, 

working with Catholic women’s groups and helping the innumerable women in 

her networks with generous gifts and loans in cases of emergencies (such as a sick 

child or family member).  Although she did this all with her characteristic good 

humor (teasing, telling jokes about near debacles), her success had been hard 

won.  But she was shrewd, intelligent, hard working and avoided conflict 

whenever possible, and had learned to deftly navigate the boundaries of highly 

segregated society and business in which she worked, relishing her privileged 

access into certain spheres (“everyone knows me,” “everyone invites me into their 

home”), and making light of or not mentioning events that were painful or served 

as reminders of the limits that did exist.   

At the end of one of the last conversations we were to have, Socorra, 

looking up at the framed pictures of her teenage daughters and son, and sighed: 

“Ahora estoy feliz porque cumplí con mi obligación.”  She was, she explained, 

happy, because she had made the promise that she would care for and educate all 

of her children so that they could have all of the advantages possible, and not need 

to work at jobs that made them feel less than they were.  Now, she commented, 

she was finally getting to a point in her life where she might be able to sit back, 

rest, and enjoy with some satisfaction the success she had achieved.  With a wink, 

she assured me that she was soon going to be sitting back, enjoying the fruits of 
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her labor.  Maybe she would take a “vacation”, be a tourist, visit the United 

States, Canada, or Europe.  Who knows?  I always marvelled at the ease and good 

humor with which Socorra seemed to balance the weight of responsibility and 

hard work.  I knew from experience that she had a gift and the strength to 

positively face and interpret scenarios other women would have shied away from.  

However, I did not fully understand the extent to which she obfuscated the 

difficulties she encountered and the reasons why she presented her work as being 

so much easier than it was, convincing others that the world outside San Juan was 

a friendly place, full of wealth, opportunities, in which they would be readily 

accepted.  Indeed, I would have never understood if Socorra had had her way.  

But one afternoon, despite all of Socorra’s efforts to avoid it, I caught a glimpse 

of the world she lived in and the way her strength, good humor and obfuscation 

helped her 1) to deal with the degree of segregation and racism she faced every 

day, and 2) to protect her family so that they would benefit from the privileges she 

could reap and that they would not fear venturing out to try to make their fortune. 

Just desserts 

Passing the time chatting in San Juan, Socorra, the most sucessful 

marketer within the Pérez family, and I would talk about her travels, the places 

she had visited and the people she knew who made up her large networks of 

friends and extended family (godchildren, etc.) in which she was the highly 

esteemed aunt.  So often, I had never been to the communities she had visited, so 

that when we chanced upon a place we both were familiar with we would retrace 

its streets as though we had walked them together dozens of times.  One of these 
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places was Antigua.  Socorra had been to Antigua countless times in her years of 

marketing and knew many storeowners and people living in the surrounding 

communities.  We talked of the plazas, marketplace, and bus station, stores and 

what it was that we liked most about the city.  “I love the cheesecake at 

Cenicientas’ (Cinderella’s)” I said.  “Oh yes, I have had that – it’s wonderful.  As 

were all the other cakes” she had tried, she agreed.  That year I would be spending 

my birthday in San Juan and my mother, Vanessa, was coming to visit and would 

be there.  We planned a party.  “We will get the cakes from Cenicientas’” said 

Socorra.  “Wonderful!” was the general response.  We made a plan that Socorra 

and I would meet in Antigua, after I picked up my mother at the airport in 

Guatemala City and after Socorra had finished her business with her clientes 

there.   

On the appointed day at the appointed hour, we met in front of 

Cenicientas’.  My mother and I were tired and hungry and thought we could all 

get something to eat before the long (6 hours) bus and boat trip back to San Juan.  

When I suggested this, Socorra, who was usually confident and talkative, became 

quiet and visibly concerned.  Although we had hours before the bus was 

departing, she suggested that it was getting late, that we just buy the cakes and if 

we wanted to eat, could do so in the market next to the bus station.  By that time 

however, fatigue from walking had gotten the better of us and I begged her to stay 

and let us eat there.  Quiet and visibly uncomfortable, Socorra conceded and we 

walked into the café to get a table.  There were a number of empty tables, so we 

walked to one unaccompanied and sat down to order.  The entire restaurant 
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paused to watch us as we took our places.  I had spent a lot of time in mixed 

groups with members of the Mayan revitalization movement, young men and 

women – “the Spartans” as one anthropology professor called them – who did not 

back down from cold stares in public places and made it a point to sit where they 

should not if they felt like it.  I had become somewhat immune to these stares now 

and emboldened by these young men and womens’ examples.  I however did not 

realize how it would affect a woman of another generation, who did not hold their 

political views and for as much as she had traveled had not crossed this particular 

threshold.   

I assumed from our discussions of the food that she had been in this café 

before.  I was wrong.  She had tasted the food, but never off a plate at a table.  

Rather, as a piece as a gift from a foreign patrona or from buying over the counter 

from the street and eating it elsewhere.  She could afford the cakes, there was no 

question of that: she had offered to buy them for the party and was offering to pay 

for them there, before my request to sit down had confused her plans.  Although 

upon sitting down I immediately realized my mistake, I somehow thought we 

could get through it.  After waiting an extremely long time, and asking a waitress 

several times to take our order, we asked for cake and hot chocolate.  Socorra was 

terribly uncomfortable and said she was not hungry, asking if we could wrap up 

her piece and that she would eat it on the way home on the bus.  My mother, 

unfamiliar with the staring, pointing and whispering that our presence had 

evoked, confrontationally returned the stares of the people at the surrounding 

tables until they finally looked away – furious that the woman who had cared for 
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her daughter for so many years was being made to feel so uncomfortable, in her 

own country.  I was proud of her at one level, but on another fearful that the 

situation would escalate.  Indeed it did: Socorra asked us if we could please leave 

– that it was so late now, that we would miss the bus and then the last boat over to 

San Juan.  We gulped down too hot hot chocolate, leaving more than half in the 

cups and wrapped up the cakes in napkins, left money on the table and walked 

out.   

As we were about to leave, Socorra reminded me not to forget the cakes 

for the party back in San Juan.  I could not believe what I was hearing.  I did not 

want those cakes anymore, but could not bring myself to tell her.  I turned back to 

the counter and asked for both, paying.  All the way back to San Juan we carefully 

carried the thin cardboard boxes, tied with string, so that the icing did not touch 

the sides or the top.  Climbing up the hill from the lancha to the Pérez compound 

behind Socorra who carried heavy bundles upon her head effortlessly, my mother 

and I carefully carried those two cake boxes, all the while wanting to hurl them 

down.   

On the day of my birthday, we laid out the table in Socorra’s dinning room 

with chicken, tamales with meat, frijoles, and other dishes for the entire extended 

family, friends and the local schoolteachers, etc.  When the end of the meal came, 

Socorra proudly gathered the children together and brought out the cakes.  We 

carefully sliced everyone a piece, while she explained that these came from a 

wonderful bakery in Antigua where she and I always went and whose food we 

loved.  I did not want any, but could not bring myself to refuse when my piece 
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was passed to me.  I sat looking at it remembering how it came to be here and 

silently cursed it and the place it came from.   

My bitter musings were interupted by children’s laughter and 

exclamations from the adults of how wonderful this dessert was.  I looked up to 

see Socorra standing and watching, smiling, confident, and happy as her family 

and friends sat enjoyed this wonderful food in her beautiful dinning room.  She 

would not be deprived of this moment.  While surveying the scene, we caught 

each other’s eye, and smiled a smile of mutual recognition.  At this, I broke down, 

and sank my fork into the smooth creamy cake and took a bite.  I took a moment 

to savor the taste of this hard won prize.  As I did, I looked around the table and 

felt a feeling of supreme satisfaction to see these good hard-working people 

feasting on the delicacies of the elite, what would have been without Socorra’s 

help, out of reach.  Indeed, just as Socorra had promised everyone, it was, to my 

surprise, sweet. 

(UN)COOPERATIVE WOMEN 

In time, the sale of textiles to foreign consumers became a more accepted 

business for women to be involved in - with women as the producers and males as 

the co-op/association leaders and market intermediaries.  Formal organizations 

created and funded by foreign volunteers established along with newly emergent 

local leadership sought to define, plan, and implement more democratic processes 

for community development.  Unfortunately, despite their initial attempts, the 

Pérez women would not take part in this process.  I end this section by looking at 

how the maintenance of established weaving networks among the Pérezes came to 
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be interpreted by consultants to and members of a recently created women’s 

weaving cooperative in San Juan as a threat to the welfare of the community.  

Rather than either a functional local alternative to the Co-op structure or a 

phenomenon which would bring the very practice and notion of engineered 

empowerment and community development into question, these female 

entrepreneurs were portrayed within the local development debate as long-time 

exploiters of local women weavers and ongoing potential obstacles to future 

community -wide superación. 

Resisting the redefinition of communal development processes 

Uncomfortable with the dichotomies which arose in the portrayals of 

women weavers in the larger context of community development at the time, I 

address here how the privileging of a Western model of democracy as the goal 

can blind foreign analysts to 1) the strength/entrenchment of local factionalism, 

and 2) the benefits of hierarchical organizational strategies which local women 

have used for generations.  Drawing on events which took place in San Juan from 

June to August of 1990 and on the work of two North American researchers 

(myself and another female Masters degree student) conducted during that period, 

this section focuses on the reasoning of local indigenous women who chose not to 

join formally established women’s organizations and in doing so became suspect 

of being a threat to that movement and the values it espoused.  The result of this 

local conflict challenge those feminist empowerment-oriented strategies, which, 

while focusing on and asserting the importance of the agency of marginalized 

social actors, have taken the position that the only effective response to 
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exploitation is formal democratically organized group resistance.176  Finally, it 

poses difficult questions regarding the role these interpretations play in the 

process of reinventing egalitarian indigenous communities and reinscribing 

powerlessness onto indigenous women.   

Averting the First World feminist gaze in the development debate 

“¡No quiero que ninguna mujer me mande!  ¡Yo soy hombre!  ¡Yo me 

retiro!”177

We all sat silently: the women of the directiva of Los Artesanos de San 

Juan, the North American extension worker evaluating the program, and myself.  

Some of us averted our eyes from the angry man before us.  Occasionally we 

looked at one another.  The man, the president of the Artesanos, breathed deeply, 

regaining his composure.  This final statement, his resignation, came after a brief 

but emotional response in which he admonished the women of the project for 

being ungrateful for his years of hard work and sacrifice, for gossiping behind his 

back, for “taking part in death threats against him” and now, finally, for 

threatening to take his position as president from him – the presidency of the 

community organization that he himself had been instrumental in creating. 

                                                 
176 My position in these debates was heavily influenced by the work of authors such as Carol 
Smith (1978, 1980 1984a, 1984b, 1989, 1990), Florence Babb (1985, 1989), Lourdes Beneria and 
Gita Sen (1986); Ester Boserup (1970, 1975, 1976), Ela Bhatt (1989), Laurel Bossen (1980, 1984), 
Ximena Bunster and Elsa Chaney (1985), Mayra Buvinič (1988), Norma Stoltz Chinchilla (1983), 
Carmen Diana Deere and Magdalena León (1976) and Maria Amalia Irias de Rivera (1977).  I 
should note that one of the most powerful follow-up works in this area was just published in 2001: 
Carmen Diana Deere and Magdalena León’s Empowering Women: Land and Property Rights in 
Latin America (Pittsburg: University of Pittsburgh Press). 
177 “I don’t want any women telling me what to do!  I am a man!  I resign!” 
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Although uncomfortable, this encounter was not unexpected.  There had 

been problems in the project such as pay inequity among women, preference 

towards certain women for higher skilled and hence higher paying positions and 

fears among the women to disagree with the acting president.  Underlying these 

organizational difficulties were rumors about town that money donated by tourists 

and outside organizations to the association had never been recorded in the 

account books, and that now the president’s house was larger, his children wore 

new sneakers and rode new mountain bikes and most troubling to people, that he 

was buying land on the outskirts of town and coffee seedlings.  The members of 

the directiva and the North American project evaluator knew that this was to be a 

difficult meeting and had invited me to attend as an outside observer.  My 

presence at this meeting, however, was not unproblematic and I was not sure 

whether I should attend at all. 

I was aware that I, like many of the women sitting in the circle, 

represented to the president those in the community who did not support him.  

Since 1988, I had been living and working with the Pérez family, the eldest son178 

of which had held a long-time rivalry with the president.  More at issue was the 

fact that, like many Juaneros, the Pérezes were involved in the production of 

textiles for sale.  Unlike the rest, however, the women of the Pérez family, 

working together as weavers and marketers, had by 1990 been selling in markets 

outside of the community for some 25 years.  It was common knowledge in San 

Juan that Dominga, the 65-year-old matriarch of the family, had began selling to 

                                                 
178 Now a middle aged man with a family of his own. 
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foreigners in Panajachel in the late 1960s.  A three-time widow, she raised her 

children on the money she earned from her textile production and sales.  As her 

business expanded, she began to buy textiles from other Juaneras who wove, but 

could not leave the community due to domestic responsibilities.  As adults, all of 

Dominga’s daughters have taken up the production and marketing of textiles for 

tourism and increasingly by outside contract for international export.179  What 

initially began as a one-woman textile production and sales operation had by the 

late 1980s grown into a local small-scale piecework cottage industry, of which 

everyone in the community was aware.  The number of women employed within 

this network was never fixed and varied directly in relationship to the quantity of 

sales each week. 

The personal rivalry which existed between the president and the eldest 

Pérez son took on an institutional manifestation as the two extended families 

began to seek outside funding and representation for their weaving activities.  For 

years, local weaving entrepreneurs in rural Guatemala, such as the Pérez women 

turned to wealthier community members for loans.  However, since local 

economic exchanges were limited to relatively small, short-term loans, the Pérez 

daughters have had to seek outside resources, an increasing number of which are 

coming from international non governmental organizations (NGOs). 

Social and economic changes in the international realm in the 1970s had a 

considerable impact on women in “developing” countries such as Guatemala.  In 

the 1970s, the feminist movement in the United States and Europe brought the 

                                                 
179 Most of them do not weave, but participate in other aspects of the production process. 
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issue of women’s roles to the fore of public debate, presenting an issue that 

influenced every sphere of society.  During the 1970s and 1980s, numerous NGOs 

focused on encouraging the development of the private sector in “Third World” 

countries, particularly rural microenterprises, and in increasing women’s access to 

capital and technical support.  These were the programs that the Pérez women 

increasingly turned to throughout the 1980s, in the hopes of both obtaining 

primary capital and securing an export market.  During their search for resources 

in 1988 and 1989, the Pérezes became involved in numerous development 

projects, both governmental and non-governmental.  The majority of these 

programs aimed at raising the standard of living of recipients by providing access 

to primary capital for micro-enterprise production.  Broadly speaking, these 

projects were of two main types: those which limited themselves to providing 

access to primary capital for micro-enterprise production (e.g., Habitat for 

Humanity home construction and Fundagro joint loans) and those, such as Aj 

Quen and Los Artesanos de San Juan, which sought to transform the relations of 

production. 

Local competition for external funding and contracts increased in the late 

1980s as regional tourism and the demand for Guatemalan textiles on the 

international market increased.  Aware of the opportunities and potential gains of 

linking directly to the international markets, numerous Juaneros (primarily in the 

form of extended families) began to look for foreigners who would help them 

establish those links.  It was in one such effort that Los Artesanos de San Juan 

was created.  While visiting the community Lee Ann Ward, a female lawyer from 
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New York, was approached by the current president and asked if she might help 

him and his family to develop export connections.180  Miss Ward agreed, on the 

condition that the project be open to all members of the community.  Founded in 

1988, Los Artesanos was based upon a philosophy of empowerment through a 

more equitable distribution of income for the women of the community.  Like 

many projects of the period, providing access to capital was viewed as one of the 

first steps in promoting the long-term social empowerment of its members at the 

household, community, and national level.  Of all the development programs to be 

introduced in the community during this period, Los Artesanos has had the 

greatest impact in terms of participation and income generation, with over 150 

members earning a combined total wage of $2,400 a month (Hamerschlag 1991: 

12). 

Tired of the cycle of risk, debt, low profits and associated difficulties 

involved in selling to tourists and working with ladina and foreign patronas, 

several of the Pérez women attempted to join the project.  However, all but one 

abandoned the effort, complaining that the rules and organizational structure were 

too restrictive and did not adequately take into account women’s family 

responsibilities or acknowledge the importance of their other income-generating 

activities.  These problems were underscored by repeated confrontations with the 

project’s president.181

                                                 
180 This history of the founding of Los Artesanos de San Juan comes from repeated conversations 
with the president of the Association, members of the Association, Kari Hamerschlag (the 
researcher who was there evaluating the project) and numerous individuals in Antigua and 
Guatemala City who assisted Lee Ann Ward in establishing the project.  
181 The project’s President is one of the three men in the organization and was involved in a long-
time feud with Francisco, Carlotta’s husband.  Carlotta openly discussed this as being the main 
reason for her inability to join the project.  Without criticism, she also explained how the project 
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Following their departure from the project, the Pérez women were 

portrayed as the local indigenous middlemen who, like the ladina and foreign 

patronas they worked for, exploited the community by underpaying the poorer, 

less educated women –“mujeres pobres”- who worked within their production 

networks.  Far from viewing themselves as capitalist intermediaries extracting 

surplus value from the labor of the community’s poorest of the poor, the Pérezes 

saw themselves as poor women barely eking out a minimal profit in order to 

contribute to their individual households and keep their small businesses going.  

Carlotta explains “…hay veces que gano 200, 300…en Panajachel.  Entonces…un 

poquito para mi cocina y un poquito para mi hilo, para (que) dar vuelto otra vez 

más el dinero.”  They also stress that it is part of their responsibility to maintain 

social and economic relations with women (both wealthy and poor) they had 

known for decades, women who, like them, could not fit into the Asociación due 

to livelihood or lifestyle. 

Despite the subsequent tensions between the Pérezes and the project 

directiva, all of the Pérezes supported the Artesano project, stressing that it was a 

very positive force within the community.  The only criticism they had of the 

project was of the president, who they felt publicly embarrassed and economically 

exploited the women in the project.  Since 1988, I had not been able to sort out 

whether this was the old feud between the two men speaking, competition, and 

                                                                                                                                     
did not, and had not been created to meet the needs of women such as her.  By this she referred to 
the mission and rules which were clearly stated that the project intended to help the poorest of the 
poor, and not to help those who had slightly more resources to be less dependent on the 
disempowering relationships in which they were entwined.  However, in doing so, she and others 
such as Socorra would explain, the project had unwittingly integrated into its very structure some 
elements that acted to empower certain women while disempowering others.   
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envidia surrounding the Association, or simply community based reported speech.  

What was clear was that by 1990, nearly everyone who was involved in the 

weaving industry, male and female, was being accused of “exploiting” or “taking 

advantage of The Women” of the community. 

International ideologies, local loyalties and competing representations 

I don’t remember how or what broke the silence at that meeting.  What I 

do remember are the discussions among the women that followed, some of the 

most prominent being with Kari Hamerschlag, the extension worker who had 

facilitated the meeting.  In addition to being a development worker, she was a 

researcher conducting her graduate fieldwork at Berkeley on indigenous women’s 

participation in the export-oriented craft-market.182  We had met one another 

years before when I was living in the indigenous weaving community of Otavalo, 

Ecuador and knew each other from activist and feminist circles in the U.S.  In 

1990, we found ourselves both working in San Juan La Laguna, both studying the 

changes taking place among indigenous women weavers as they increased their 

participation in the international export market. 

Although somewhat surprising to have two young North American women 

in the same highland community studying the same issue, this was at the time not 

unheard of.  The social impact of indigenous women’s participation in the export 

market was an extremely popular topic at the time within both development and 

academic anthropological studies.  During the 1980s incorporation into labor 

                                                 
182 Kari Hamerschlag was conducting fieldwork for her Master’s Degree at the University of 
California at Berkeley, while I was conducting my research for a Master’s at the University of 
Texas at Austin. 
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markets and formal political structures promised women freedom from the 

socioeconomic inequity that marked their everyday lives.  Time however had 

begun to show the difficulties involved in this participation.  Young North 

American women such as ourselves populated the Guatemalan highlands as 

researchers and development extension workers (many working as both 

simultaneously, as we did) interested in identifying the constraints on and 

opportunities available to local (particularly indigenous) women as they sought to 

improve their socioeconomic position through a variety of social organizations 

focusing on income generation. 

While glad to meet one another again, we were surprised to find that we 

were working with “competing”, even “rival”, groups.  Although I did not fully 

realize it at the time, the underlying assumption of the surprise on both our parts 

was that the other group in some way represented a faction of the community 

which, in some way or another, we felt was violating local women’s collective 

interests.  By 1990, the time we both were in the community together, the rift 

between the two groups was widely recognized within the community, as were 

the rumors of the presidential embezzlement and commentaries on market 

women’s exploitation of their local producers.  We realized that, under the 

circumstances, our relationship was going to be difficult to maintain.  The 

distance between us was exacerbated by the fact that from the time of our arrival, 

each group perceived us as “their” respective representatives.  The Asociación 

viewed my presence as proof that the women who were not joining the 

cooperative (such as the Pérezes) were seeking to start an incorporated rival 
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organization which would copy the association’s products and drive down market 

prices, harming the association, its beneficiaries and the community at large.  The 

women who had refused to join the Artesanos feared that any discussion of their 

work with the other representative would be passed on to the association’s 

directiva and president, and through them misconstrued as threatening and used to 

break down the production and marketing networks they had left. 

Both Kari and I realized, however, what a unique opportunity this was to 

better understand the dynamics that were taking place within and between these 

two rival organizations.  I do not think that this could have happened with any 

other researcher, who might already have been embroiled/a participant in local 

feuds183  Only our longstanding previous personal acquaintance and an 

understanding of our deeper socio-political beliefs allowed the maintenance of 

trust in such a situation.  Despite the ongoing tensions between co-op and non-co-

op groups, we were able and allowed to maintain a dialogue with one another and 

to discuss how women were coping with their workloads within these two 

different organizational systems, how their husbands and families were reacting to 

their work, how much they were earning, where they money was going and what, 

if any, problems were arising in the process.  Since the structure and goals of the 

two production and distribution systems were so different (the Pérez family’s 

network style relying on a much more hierarchical and decentralized model and 

the Asociación on a more democratic, egalitarian, centralized model) our 

                                                 
183 As had James Sexton, in dealing with the difficulties of discussing a feud between the 
extended family with whom he worked and the Pérez family.  I, and my presence in the 
community, became an extension of that feud to him. 
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discussions usually ended in debates over just how much control these women 

had over their daily decision making. 

Democratization, local factionalism and the emergence of dichotomies 

Drawing on her observations and what she had heard about the situation 

from the president and members of the Asociación, Hamerschlag felt that the 

Pérez women, due to their hierarchical informally structured network, kept the 

power and profits in the hands of a few women who were controlling the 

production and distribution of the goods.  The Asociación, through its voting and 

profits redistribution policy ensured all women, in a structural way, a voice in the 

decision making process and right to an increased percentage of the gains.  After 

all, it was in reaction to the inherently exploitative practices of intermediaries, 

such as the Pérezes, that the Asociación had been formed. 

While it was undeniable that women who wove with Los Artesanos were 

earning considerably more than the women weavers in the Pérez network, this 

was not so much an issue of personal profit accumulation among those at the 

marketer level as it was a result of the lower prices these women earned for their 

sales at the domestic level and their exporter patronas.  Rather than a case of 

worker exploitation, these women simply could not compete in terms of piece-

work payment with the cooperative, the profits of which came primarily from 

direct high price sales to international NGO and Alternative Trade Organization 

(ATO) networks.  What Hamerschlag viewed as hierarchical control over 

resources and pay scale among the Pérez women, I argued was a strategy for 
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managing risk and a flexible system of responding to constantly fluctuating 

market prices. 

Decision making control, while related to the economic production 

structure, was a more complicated issue due to specific dynamics of gender and 

local factionalism.  Reiterating at some level the critique I had heard around the 

Pérez family compound since 1988, I argued that the vote was not being used in 

the cooperative in the way intended by Hamerschlag or Ward, the North 

American organizer who helped envision and structure the process.  Based upon 

what I had heard from Pérez family and other community members over the 

previous two years, I suggested that the women in the Asociación were afraid to 

vote against the president, fearful that he would somehow find out who was 

against him and they would be publicly chastised and eventually forced to leave 

the group, as had happened to women from rival family groups.  In addition to the 

concerns women may have had had about expressing their views in meeting or 

through elections, voting was only a periodic event.  The women of the Pérez 

network, on the other hand, were forced to make work related decisions every 

hour of every day, the result of which was not a change in organizational 

leadership and policy, but a direct and immediate potential loss or gain in family 

income and welfare, theirs and those of the families within their network. 

My greatest discomfort with the oppositions that were being laid out by 

the two groups and increasingly by ourselves (far beyond the underlying 

evocations of male/female, public/private, formal/informal) were that one group 

was being portrayed as “empowered” while the other was seen as “exploitative.”  
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Although I was also in support of the project, I found myself arguing two points.  

The first was that while the women in the proyecto were now, in theory, 

“empowered” through a formal structure and process of voting, they were not the 

ones leaving the community every day, negotiating with ladinos and international 

patronas, or looking for ways to innovate new products.  Nor were they the ones 

who came home each night to deal with chance encounters with a suspicious 

husband or a neighbor, who implied that they now walked and acted like ladinas, 

or having been out in the streets and sun too long were turning bien negra.184  The 

power gained by these women through these face-to-face struggles with the social 

and economic power structures surrounding them was not given to them through a 

formal foreign sociopolitical structure or through the process of the vote, but 

through generations of transgressing highly gendered boundaries of behavior and 

confronting and negotiating those boundaries.  Although exhausted by the risk, 

debt, and low profits involved in working with comerciantes and patronas, the 

Pérez women ultimately refused to give up the autonomy and respect they had 

earned in order to join a more “stable” and “democratic” structure.  The second 

argument was that the Pérez women too were vulnerable and victims of a larger 

socio-economic system, controlled by national and international patronas and 

foreign markets. 

My informal discussions and one-on-one debates with Kari continued for 

months, during which many events unfolded.  In the 1990 project elections, the 
                                                 
184 This reference to the women turning bien negra (very dark/black) is pointed out because of the 
vehemence with which the critics added the phrase to the long list of criticisms.  The meaning of 
this citique was multilayered.  It referred to their working out in the sun (which has clear class 
relations) and becoming tanner.  However, it also intonated the speaker’s belief that some negative 
social and moral transformation had taken place. 
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male president was voted out by the cooperative membership and was to be 

investigated for the misappropriation of project funds.  The president elected was 

a woman, Teresa Ujpán Pérez, ironically the only Pérez sister who had stayed in 

the project.  Despite this change in leadership, the rest of the Pérez women still 

refused to join the proyecto, due to the perceived political instability of such a 

system.  “You never know who will be president next time” explained Socorra 

and Carlotta.  An equally strong factor in not joining, was their belief that despite 

the formal change in the leadership brought about by the elections, the former 

president still would control the project, given that over the past two years all the 

project’s assets had been stored in his home and most project infrastructure built 

on his newly acquired lake and public pier-front property. 

Evaluating the opportunities and constraints of organized group 
empowerment: Reinventing egalitarian indigenous communities and 
powerless women 

A year later in her final academic evaluation, Hamerschlag discussed 

some of the problems internal to the project: the domination of the male President 

limiting the participation in decision-making and future program planning; the 

lack of initiative of the women in the directiva; the women’s refusal to leave the 

community and to initiate contact with the outside world (Hamerschlag 1991:18).  

Lastly she evaluated the post-election situation stating that while the election 

process had proven successful in removing a representative who was seen by the 

members as corrupt, and managed to install a woman in his place, they were 

unable to wrest control of the account books and many of the project’s assets from 

his hands.  This frustration contributed to the new Pérez woman’s later 
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resignation as president.  I was struck by this final analysis, because for the first 

time I understood the irony of the situation we had been trying to analyze together 

for so long: that the qualities which the Association was attempting to instill in 

their female participants were the very same qualities which the process was 

attempting to purge from the few Juanera women, such as the Pérezes, who 

already possessed them.   

The tourism and the export market grew during the late 1980s and early 

1990s, as indigenous hand-made Guatemalan típica became the fad in U.S. and 

European markets.  Although competition for sales and external markets still 

existed between individual marketers and various groups, the high level of 

international market demand kept producers and marketers in communities such 

as San Juan very busy, requiring them to expand their networks, employee rosters 

and markets.  As more and more women, and increasingly more men, became 

involved in production and marketing, the stigma of liminality and marginality 

associated with street side marketing, close interactions with foreigners, and the 

production of innovative hybrid goods “que no pertenece a ningún pueblo” 

seemed to subside.  However not all spaces and places in post-conflict Guatemala 

were experiencing the transition in this way.  For the many others, which were 

much harder hit by the years of civil war, public spaces of contact and 

relationships with foreigners were far more conflictual.  In this final subsection, I 

will discuss how certain marketplace events, including attacks by “mobs” of 

indigenous people on foreign female tourists, graphically illustrate how, despite 

attempts to establish amicable relations 1) stability and trust are a constant non-
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linear negotiation and never fully achieved, and 2) seemingly important and 

established activities and relationships last only as long as immediate mutual 

benefit is derived or at least perceived. 

MARKETPLACES AND MACHETES 

In the spring of 1994, a series of violent episodes took place throughout 

the country, in which North American women –accused of stealing children for 

their body parts– were attacked in marketplaces.  These events, for a time, 

reframed the meaning of the marketplace as a “safe zone” of inter-ethnic, class, 

gender, and national contact.  The tentative trust maintained within this space –a 

trust based on economic interdependence in what was becoming an increasingly 

international forum of commerce– was ruptured and the carefully constructed 

network of alliances and feeling of mutual safety and control 

questioned/disappeared. 

Securing foreign bodies and funding 

March 30, 1994, 4:30 p.m. 

National Public Radio “All things Considered” 

Headline:  Anti-American Attacks Continue in Guatemala 

Highlight:  An American woman was attacked today in Guatemala.  The attacks are 
apparently being spurred by rumors that children are being stolen from their 
Guatemalan families and used for organ transplants in the U.S. 

Robert Siegel, Host: The State Department today urged Americans to exercise caution 
when traveling to Guatemala.  An Alaskan woman is in serious condition after she and an 
American man were beaten by a mob in the north of the country yesterday.  Three weeks 
ago, an American woman’s presence in a town near Guatemala City led to a 
demonstration and two days of violence.  The explanation for this anti-American violence 
is a rumor that many Guatemalans evidently believe - that their children are being 
adopted in the United States in order to obtain their organs for transplants.   
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US officials and a non-profit adoption agency have tried to assure the Guatemalans that 
there is no truth to this story.  They hosted a delegation from Guatemala last week in 
Washington.  They even gathered and displayed a room full of intact, adopted children.   
José Luis González is a Guatemalan family lawyer who was here last week with the 
delegation and has tried to rebut this story.  He is back in Guatemala where he says there 
has been a constant stream of stories in the media feeding the rumors. 

José Luís González, Institute for Family Law: This campaign in the media literally 
terrorized the population.  Even people with, I would say, a good education began to 
believe that this was true.  And even now, most of the people are afraid to leave alone 
their children on the streets and they blame the gringos.  I want to clear (sic) that gringos 
is a word that is not used only for USA people, but for any, from Caucasian origin. 

Siegel:  Three weeks ago, a woman identified as Melissa Carol Larson of Taos, New 
Mexico, was evidently the object of a mass demonstration and violence.  And do you 
know what she was involved with?  Was she there representing an adoption agency? 

Mr. González:  Not at all.  According to the statements of the police and the Public 
Ministry, she was a tourist that had arrived there the night before… 

On March 29th, 1994, in San Cristóbal Verapaz, 120 miles northeast of 

the capital, Guatemala City a 52 year old Alaskan woman was severely beaten by 

"an angry mob."  Accused of stealing local children, recently arrived tourist Diane 

Weinstock was stripped, beaten, repeatedly stabbed, and left for dead.  News 

reports stated that moments before the attack Weinstock had wandered through 

the San Cristóbal Verapaz marketplace and in passing snapped a photograph of a 

local child.  Weinstock's was the first in a series of attacks on foreign women by 

groups of local people in Guatemalan highland marketplaces.  The response from 

the Guatemalan and American government was rapid, taking the form of official 

condemnation, travel advisories and a re-policing and re-militarization of the 

highlands.  The attacks were described by Guatemalan Ambassador Edmont 

Mulet as "barbaric" for which there was "no rational explanation" - events spurred 

on by "ignorance and misinformation" transforming "a peaceful Indian town into 

a violent mob" (Washington Times, April 8, 1994).    
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Described as “(a) wave of hysteria in remote villages where Americans are 

thought to be stealing children” (Washington Times, April 8, 1994:A15) analysts 

offered their explanations which ranged from "villagers apparently react(ing) to a 

Soviet disinformation campaign from the 1980s that accused Americans of 

kidnapping Third World children for use in organ transplants” (Washington 

Times, April 8th 1994:A15) to Guatemalan paramilitary tactics to destabilize the 

highlands and drive out foreign development workers sympathetic to indigenous 

communities.  Central among the fears that circulated through the highlands was 

that, in the words of Guatemalan ambassador Mulet, “the attacks could scare 

away foreign visitors.”  He “emphasize(d) that Guatemala is safe, especially in 

areas frequented by tourists.”  “This regrettable incident” stated Mulet, 

should not be taken as an indication of a dangerous situation for American 
citizens who travel to Guatemala since it is not likely to occur again...The 
half million American tourists who every year visit our country have 
found Guatemalans to be friendly people...and that Guatemala is a safe 
place... (Ibid.)  

Despite Mulet's efforts to restore the images of peace and tranquillity, 

tourism in Guatemala fell off sharply as the string of attacks against tourists 

suspected of stealing Guatemalan children for their organs continued.  Calculated 

as a drop in tourism of 35% - more, noted Bruno Mertins, president of the 

Chamber of Tourism, than with the coup the previous year (Associated Press 

Lmt., April 6, 1994).  Having overtaken coffee as Guatemala's greatest foreign 

exchange earner in 1993 (netting some US $266 million), tourism was, according 

to Mertins, “the only industry working well here, and now it has been annihilated 
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by the (State Department's) travel advisory" (Ibid.).  Nearly 50% of the 564,000 

tourists visiting the country in 1993 were North Americans. 

A Safe Place 

At the time Weinstock was attacked, I was preparing to return to 

Guatemala to continue contract work back in the Central Highlands, only miles 

away from San Juan La Laguna, in the recently demilitarized zone and heavily 

touristed community of Santiago Atitlán.  I had briefly come back to the United 

States to be interviewed by the Inter-American Foundation (IAF) for my 

dissertation research.  Aware of the escalating situation in Guatemala, the IAF 

review committee questioned me about the safety of North Americans in the Lake 

Atitlán area.  Beatriz Mantz asked me whether, given the military presence in and 

the violent history of the area, I felt that I and the people I was working with were 

safe?   

My mind flashed over the last two months in Santiago Atitlán: the recent 

United Nations helicopters touching down in the municipality after the alleged 

supplies for the guerrillas were found buried by the road just outside of town; the 

repeated promises to help the people keep the military from re-establishing itself 

there; the tiriteos between the military and the guerrilla next to the Peace Corps 

workers’ homes; the mines that were rumored to be set throughout the 

“beautiful”, “endangered” forest we were working in; the mixture of vacillating 

hostility and friendliness we encountered on a daily basis from “the local 

community.”  Due to its geography, history and unique relationship to the Coast 

and the highland/lowland paths that ran up and down the bocacosta Santiago 
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Atiltán and its inhabitants (Atitecos) had been drawn into war-time conflicts, from 

which most of the other towns around the lake had been spared.  A year after 

forcing the military out, Atitecos aggressively protected their community and, 

although one of the three most visited towns on Lake Atitlán (the others being 

Panajachel and San Pedro La Laguna), its inhabitants had a fierce and conflictual 

relationship with the foreigners (indeed anyone from outside the community) who 

were in ever greater numbers entering their community.  Only after months of 

working there did I understand why Juaneros had never wanted to go to Santiago, 

why they feared this place and these people, and had not wanted me to go there 

alone.  Every day I debated quitting and returning to the peace, safety, and 

protection, I had lived under during the previous five years.  Contrary to the 

optimistic post-conflict reconstruction rhetoric of the time, things in Guatemala 

did not seem from this new vantage point to be getting significantly better, but as 

the familiar saying went “de Guatemala a Guatepeor.”  I looked around the table 

and told, as best I could, the “truth.”    

I replied that while the situation was admittedly tense, I, and the people I 

worked with, felt that we were relatively safe and that we could continue our 

work.  After detailing our contacts and my previous work with women marketers 

in public spaces in the Lake Atitlán area, the committee seemed satisfied.  After 

all, in the past six years never was I physically threatened by the military or by 

anyone else.  Although we were vulnerable, many development workers and 

researchers believed that the military was less likely to touch North Americans -  

and  I was visibly North American.  Sin duda, I was a gringa, 100%  gringa.  

 400



After returning to Austin from San Francisco, Jessica Chapin, a fellow 

graduate student, asked me if I had seen the newspapers.  A North American 

woman had been attacked in a marketplace while taking a picture of a child.  The 

U.S. State Department issued a travel advisory, warning U.S. citizens to avoid 

travel to Guatemala.  In the days that followed an increasing number of attacks on 

North American women in Guatemalan marketplaces were reported.  As a 

security measure, all Peace Corps personnel were being pulled out of the rural 

highland areas.  Concerned friends and family asked me not to go back.  I 

responded that they need not worry, that unsettling things were always happening 

in Guatemala and you could not let it get in the way of work.  Besides, to not 

return would mean violating my contract with the organization I was conducting 

research for and more importantly risking the loss of future dissertation funding.  

A week and a half later I returned to Guatemala.    
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Marked women185

I arrived late at the airport and was unable to get my truck out of customs.  

According to the office manager on duty, it was not mine anymore.  Only after 

hours of negotiation, and calls to a number of Guatemalan bureaucrats I was 

friends with, was I able to get it out.  On the way back to the highlands the next 

day, I was stopped twice by the national police.  Both times they searched the 

truck and questioned me at length about why I was in the country.  Once I was 

asked if I had any children in the back of the vehicle.  I told them that I studied 

tourism and that no, I did not have any children with me.  They told me they 

didn’t need any more gringas in the highlands doing anything, but since my 

papers were in order, I could go.  They laughed as they walked away.  I put my 

passport in the glove compartment and locked it.  As I looked up, one of the 

policemen turned, met my eyes, grinned and blew a kiss. 

After arriving in Panajachel, I headed down to the lakeside to wait for a 

boat to take me to the other side.  Along the roadside I passed the rickety wooden 

                                                 
185 This section recounts and discusses the events which took place after returning to Guatemala 
with immigration, customs, national police; being approached by local people I had known for 
years “Se comen niños, ¿no?  (They eat children, don’t they?); being questioned at my home about 
a missing indigenous child, etc.  The way that as an unmarried North American woman was 
suspect, not only of being “a loose woman”, but of stealing children, exporting them and/or their 
body parts and eating them.  During that time the clear physical markedness of my body as North 
American and dangerous other was constantly commented upon–, as was what happened to the 
woman who was attacked.  People reportedly described how she was left “cut”, “marked”, and 
unconscious, and how it was likely that she would not ever heal or regain consciousness.  In this 
subsection, I compare the way women’s bodies are used to mark certain spaces and social 
relations as “safe” (the way indigenous women’s bodies are used by the tourism industry to mark 
Guatemala as tranquil, colorful and friendly; how tourism literature constantly shows Anglo 
women as safe within exotic places).  On a more abstract level, I look at the way the body of the 
female transgressive body is marked: Indigenous women who work in public, inter-
cultural/national contexts are seen as being greedy or loose and are verbally or physically 
reprimanded; Anglo female tourists traveling “off the beaten track” but still in public spaces are 
attacked with machetes and stones, raped, lynched or shot. 
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stalls where I had spent the previous five years sitting with women marketers 

from San Juan La Laguna, studying the way their lives had been impacted by 

tourism and they way they viewed tourists.  I wanted to talk to them about what 

was happening and what they thought I should do, but the stalls were empty.  On 

the days when there were no tourists, they rarely came out.   

While I waited, I was joined by one of the boat cobradores.  We had 

known each other by sight from years of crossing the lake together.  As the area 

was deserted, he approached me and asked me if I was all right here alone.  He 

said that I should be careful, that people were talking, saying that gringas were 

stealing children.  A long silence followed as we stared out at the lake.  

Cobrador: ¿Es verdad, lo que dicen?   

Jennifer: ¿Sobre qué?   

Cobrador: ¿Que los gringos...que se comen niños? 

Jennifer: ¿Qué crees vos? 

Cobrador: Yo digo que no.  Yo conozco muchos gringos.  La mayor parte 
es buena gente.  Ellos sólo vienen aquí para pasear y ver el lugar.  Yo digo 
que no se comen niños.   

Jennifer: No, no comemos niños.   

Cobrador: Eso es lo que pensaba.186 

                                                 
186 “Cobrador:  Is it true, what they are saying? 
Jennifer:   About what? 
Cobrador:  About the gringos...that they eat children? 
Jennifer:  What do you think? 
Cobrador:  I’d say no.  I know a lot of gringos.  Most of them are good people.  The just come 
here to have a good time and see the place.  I’d have to say no, they don’t eat children. 
Jennifer:  No, we don’t eat children. 
Cobrador: That’s what I thought.” 
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Shortly after my arrival back in Santiago, a local woman could not find 

her child.  The mother, the friendly owner of the restaurant where I and the other 

researchers of our team often ate, had looked everywhere.  Finally, as a last resort, 

the young boy who worked for her was sent to my house to see if he was with me.  

He was not.  The young boy returned to the woman to let her know.  Later that 

afternoon the little boy appeared in his mother’s kitchen, back from watching 

television at his cousin’s.  That night when the other researchers left, I closed the 

door and bolted it.  I realized that even though they probably did not suspect me, I 

now somehow suspected them.187   

Over the years I had become accustomed to, as a young, white, unmarried 

North American woman, being suspect of many things: a loose woman, a rich 

capitalist, an exploitative researcher, a communist sympathizer, a naive do-

gooder.  Now the construction was becoming more layered and loaded.  The 

gringa (tourist, development worker, and anthropologist) which embodied for 

many Guatemalans, both ladino and indigenous, some of the more irritating 

excesses in colonial and capitalist privilege (wealth, mobility, opportunity, 
                                                 
187 As female development workers slowly returned to the highlands, they exchanged stories of 
the period.  Women who had previously played with neighborhood children joked about the 
ridiculousness of child stealing and eating: “Why would anyone want to eat those children?  You 
know what the health workers call them, don’t you?  Disease vectors.  Eat them?  I don’t even 
want to touch them.”  We had all been warned by local officials and other members of 
development organizations to keep away from children, particularly in public:  “Do not touch 
them.  Do not let them touch you.  Do not speak to them.  Do not respond to them when they 
speak to you.  No contact.”  At first, we followed the rule, but as things relaxed and all the 
children who we had known for years continued to pursue us, touch us (wanting to continue to 
hold our hands, hug us, climb into our laps, and play in the courtyards of our offices and houses), 
we began to ignore it.  It seemed ridiculous.  Gradually local people began to seem comfortable 
with us again and we with them – writing fears of child eating gringas off as some local peoples’ 
ignorancia and superstition, or the result of the empty malicious rumors spread by the military and 
the government to hurt the work(ers) of foreign funded development projects attempting to deliver 
aid directly to indigenous communities, rather than through government agencies.  Again, we 
began to feel relatively safe. 
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deferral of gender-based responsibility such as marriage, childbearing and child 

care and the pursuit of self-fulfillment and pleasure) had developed a lethal edge.    

Similar to the white quebrekan of the colonial period which traveled the 

highlands roads on his horse breaking indigenous peoples’ backs and taking them 

off to be eaten, the seemingly maternal, suspiciously single, highly sexualized yet 

barren border-crossing gringa turned up, over night, threatening to abduct, defile 

and consume the bodies of their society’s most vulnerable members.  Later as the 

stories progressed, the defilement became more extreme: from exporting and 

gutting to consuming; from children to babies.  Stories of the disemboweled 

bodies of missing babies being found on the side of the road with notes tucked in 

their body cavities with the words “thank you” written in English circulated 

throughout the highlands, together with tales of dead babies whose gutted bodies 

were being used to smuggle drugs on commercial flights.   

The stories of violence which have circulated through Guatemala were 

coming together: the white colonial quebrekan; the political killings with 

mutilated bodies left by the side of the road as a message; the murdered street 

children; the civilian victims of the growing narcotráfico business; the excessive 

consumption and freedom of foreigners within a setting constrained by limited 

economic growth, unfulfillable desire and ethnocratic control. 188 

                                                 
188 For additional analyses of these events see Abigail E. Adams’ 1988 “Gringas, ghouls and 
Guatemala: 1994 attacks on North American women accused of body organ trafficking” and 2002 
“Gringas, Ghouls, and Guatemala: Fear of North American women and Body-organ trafficking.” 
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Reflecting on conversations at the side of the road 

In the months and years that followed that period, I have often thought 

about the time that I had spent sitting by the side of the road with the women from 

San Juan La Laguna: the discussions about each other’s lives; the banter, full of 

images of excess (wealth, gluttony, sexuality and power); the malicious gossip 

about those who betrayed you; the horror expressed when another body was found 

in the undergrowth next to the road, tortured and as of yet unidentified; the focus 

inward on protecting and nurturing one’s own family and children; on being able 

to return to the safety of one’s home and home community every day; the faith in 

God that everything would turn out all right in the end.  

For the indigenous women from San Juan who worked the roadside stands 

of Panajachel, the expansion in the regional and national market made it both 

possible and profitable for them to dedicate more time to producing for and 

marketing to tourists.  It was an activity which since the 1960s had developed into 

a vehicle through which to economically survive, fulfill their social obligations as 

mothers and wives, travel outside the geographic boundaries of their home 

community and, in the process, to transcend some of the socially constructed 

limitations put upon women's activities.189 

While beneficial in numerous ways (additional income, autonomy from 

ladino society, an alternative to less desirable labor situations), the transgression 

of local mores and norms involved in working in a multi-ethnic commercial 

                                                 
189 Jennifer Burtner, ‘No pertenece a ningún pueblo’: Tourism, commodification, and petty 
commodity production in San Juan La Laguna, Sololá, Guatemala, Thesis, University of Texas at 
Austin, 1993. 
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setting with a mixed male/female clientele had had its price.  Those women 

involved in tourism-related marketing were constantly forced to confront 

accusations from both family and community members of greed, promiscuity, 

anti-communitarianism and ethnic impurity.  Despite the accusations, these 

women continued the daily struggle of learning Spanish, expanding their trading 

networks and educating their children so that they will not have to depend on 

weaving and marketing to tourists which while temporarily profitable had, in their 

opinion, "no future.”  Despite the drawbacks, the Pérez women always stressed 

that tourism had helped their community and that tourists, comerciantes, 

exporters, development workers and researchers were, by in large, good people.  

However there were also the jokes, and the warnings.  Not all people, they would 

remind me, felt as they did.  One had to be careful: in certain villages, on the road 

alone, on buses unaccompanied, in the capital, at night or in the early morning, 

with ladino men...But the market, the market is safe. 

How then do we interpret the machetting of the gringa tourists in the 

marketplaces in highland Guatemala, a country heavily marked by both European 

and North American expansionism, where the largest industry in the country is 

defined by pleasure and desire of foreigners and some ladino elite to connect with 

the beautiful and tragically endangered unknown?190  Feminist post-colonial 

analyses have established the arrival of fertile, white women to the colonial 

frontier as an essential marker in the process of colonialist expansion.  The ability 

                                                 
190 Fueled by a neo “planetary consciousness” of the interconnectedness of past and future, man 
and nature, and the body and the spirit, as well as the social responsibilities of the global village, 
Guatemala is a modern Mecca for tourists, development workers and anthropologists from former 
colonizing nations. 
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to secure their safety and mobility within the area was yet another.  Guatemalan 

tourist brochures have drawn upon these tropes by presenting Caucasian women 

in different scenarios, together with other Caucasians and alone - 

unproblematically traveling on and off the beaten path, consuming (eating, 

drinking, shopping), and interacting with the local people (talking to indigenous 

women in the marketplaces).  It constructs these places of consumption and 

interaction as pleasurable, safe spaces of contact. 

This image of the modern tourist - or the post-modern world citizen - who 

freely and unproblematically moves through different spaces, consuming objects 

(in the market) and images (through photographs) in a kind of post-modern play 

is, although in most cases permissible (temporarily/outwardly tolerated), 

inherently problematic.  The lack of knowledge of the setting leads to 

misinterpretation, in which group actions are seen as “a wave of hysteria” having 

“no rational explanation.”  However, this is not a problem just for the tourist, it is 

also true for the development worker and anthropologist, who presumably with 

greater knowledge of the area and long-standing presence are less prone to 

interpreting and representing the events as merely “bizarre”, “barbaric” random 

events.  Given this “greater knowledge”, we can talk about these episodes of 

market violence in terms of the violence of the market itself: subaltern people’s 

alienated reaction to capitalism; the flow and effects of international Cold War 

political discourses drawing on primal fears of cannibalism; or post-colonial 

resistance to neocolonial practices.  The experience, however, was none of these.  

Rather it was one of space and time: of an existence and loss of a certain set of 
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relationships and a space where dialogue could occur, a questioning of the past 

and its meaning and of the framework in which meaning and solidarity had been 

formed. 

Here the roadside tourist marketplace serves as a liminal space and 

site/sight - one of the many "contact zones" within the transnational "traffic in 

culture" (Marcus & Myers 1995)191 - in which the activities of travel, production, 

consumption and transgression come together.  Despite their increased 

formalization as central sites of social and commercial activity, markets remain 

spaces of social and symbolic contradiction and tension, in which the negotiation 

of commerce, class, culture and categorical boundaries is constantly taking place 

(Stallybrass & White 1986:27)192- spaces, moments and exchanges too numerous 

and dispersed to be counted or controlled, and whose stories have only begun to 

be told. 

                                                 
191  George E. Marcus and Fred R. Myers.  The Traffic in Culture: Refiguring Art and 
Anthropology.  Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995. 
192 “We discover a commingling of categories usually kept separate and opposed: center and 
periphery, inside and outside, stranger and local, commerce and festivity, high and low.  In the 
marketplace, pure and simple categories of thought find themselves perplexed and one-sided.  
Only hybrid notions are appropriate to such a hybrid place” (Peter Stallybrass and Allon White.  
The Politics & Poetics of Transgression, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1986, p. 
27).   
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CHAPTER 6 

Re-mapping Guatemala and the Maya World 

While the daily scenes linked to Panajachel’s Calle Santander depicted in 

Chapter 5 help us to understand the complexities of marketplace participation for 

petty commodity producers, they are just part of a much larger drama involving 

the development of the Guatemalan tourism industry during the 1980s and ‘90s 

which was being played out on the national and global stage.  In their effort to 

revitalize the Guatemalan tourism industry, planners at the national level sought 

to re-conceptualize the way Guatemala had been packaged and marketed to 

national and international audiences.  Much was changing in the way international 

tourism was being practiced.  Similarly, many changes were taking place on the 

national level with the privatization of state owned enterprises and interests and 

the decentralization of the institutions and decision making processes involved in 

tourism related projects and programs.  Furthermore, discourses of 

democratization and sustainability were reorienting how traditional leisure 

activities and the landscapes (e.g., leisure-scapes) in which they were practiced 

were viewed.  In Chapter 6 we will discuss how such changes influenced the way 

contemporary Guatemala was viewed by planners seeking to re-map the national 

landscape and, in doing so, the past, present and future of the Maya World.   

Like Chapter 5, Chapter 6 is divided into two parts.  In Part I, entitled 

“Privatization + Decentralization + Re-designation = Democratization: Formulas 

for More Sustainable Post-Conflict Development,” I discuss how planners worked 
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to formulating a reconstruction strategy for Guatemala’s post-conflict transition to 

democracy by building more democratic institutions through legislative and 

economic reforms, managing the transition through privatized and decentralized 

administrative and fiscal systems and attempting to reconstruct civil society.  

Intimately intertwined with national reconstruction and development, were issues 

related to the preservation of what were considered to be national cultural and 

natural heritage.   

The re-imagining, re-mapping and re-designation of the Guatemalan 

national landscape that took place during this period was heavily influenced by 

the discourses of international institutions and funders, and by the numerous 

private sector and non-governmental organizations that were emerging in the 

transition-era abertura.  The passing of progressive conservation and preservation-

oriented legislation at the national level, helped environmentalists to link to larger 

international programs and networks and establish numerous Protected Areas 

throughout the country.  While environmentalists worked to re-designate a 

significant percentage of the nation’s territory for conservation and preservation, 

tourism planners worked with international partners and neighboring Central 

American nations to re-map Guatemala’s tourism routes, re-interpreting and re-

presenting the nation’s past and present in the name of its future sustainability.  

La Ruta Maya and the Mundo Maya 1) helped to establish the conceptual, 

programmatic and institutional bases for much of the macro-level planning to be 

done over the next decade, and 2) provided the meta-narrative within which much 
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private and public, governmental and non-governmental work in cultural and 

natural heritage work was to take place.   

Just how to make this formula and structure for more sustainable 

development function smoothly and how to maintain a balance between the 

various sectors and the powerful national and international interests involved was 

the job of individuals who planned and implemented the program.  In Part II, 

“Creating an Alternative Maya World” I discuss how Guatemalan planners 

working within INGUAT’s planning department and within the Mundo Maya 

struggled to reassess national history and resources, what they meant and how 

they were to be valued.  Linking the local projects they worked with to broader 

regional, national and international programs and networks, and fitting local and 

national goals and needs within the international discourse of sustainability 

promised participating nations, their institutions and their populations 

international funding and support.  However, the eagerness with which 

institutions adapted their priorities worried some planners, who feared that the 

international rhetoric of local decision making would quickly replace more 

“indigenous” local goals which planners and the communities they had been 

working with for years had struggled to establish.  Although planners were well 

aware of the shortfalls of the institutions and programs they worked with, most 

concluded that for the time being, they were the best options available through 

which to work toward improving the local and national situation.   

Planners were not the only ones during this period who were “Looking for 

Alternatives.”  From the Calle Santander to the shores of the Finca Jaibal below 
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San Jorge La Laguna to the bocacosta of Santiago Atitlán, state planners, private 

investors, and non-governmental organizations searched for ways of 

implementing their vision of a new more sustainable form of development, which 

would allow locals, nationals and internationals to take advantage of the area’s 

unique resources.  In this final section of Part II, we examine some of the 

theoretical and practical ramifications of ethno- and eco-tourism as forms of 

sustainable development in the Lake Atitlán region.  Located in the biologically 

diverse and fragile bocacosta region, the lake area was at the time home to 

approximately 158,000 people, the majority of them Tz’utujil, Kaqchikel and 

K’iche’ Mayas.  As tourism was becoming the nation’s largest industry, Lake 

Atitlán was being transformed into a site of increasing collaboration, and conflict, 

between development organizations, tourism industry consortia, and indigenous 

communities over how to “superarse” through tourism. 

Recent concern over increasing population, pollution and construction at 

the Lake, long considered an invaluable element of the nation’s patrimonio 

cultural y natural, had led key governmental and non-governmental organizations 

to advocate for the implementation of more sustainable development programs.  

The declared objective of these programs has been to strike a balance between the 

exploitation and conservation of the nation’s “valuable natural resource.”  But, as 

we shall see, responses from the indigenous communities to the projects have 

been mixed, ranging from cautious praise through skepticism to organized 

resistance. 
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Engaging in such discussions with planners at this point in time in 

Guatemala offered unique insights into development institutions and the processes 

through which decisions were made, projects created and implemented and 

fragmented ideas spliced and incorporated into an orderly narrative or, 

alternatively and more often than not, cut and discarded.  It was a distinctly 

different perspective from that of the industry participants that I and so many of 

my colleagues in anthropology had been used to working with at the local 

community level.  While “studying up”, as it is often referred to, presented 

numerous challenges, at the time I felt it was a necessary step in understanding 

what seemed like, from the field, incomprehensible decision making processes.  

Time has only further confirmed in my mind the necessity of such work, be one’s  

interest ethnographic or public policy in nature.  The numerous limitations and 

constraints felt by participants “on the ground”, “in the field” did not disappear 

once one stepped onto the elevators which took one up to the offices in the high-

rises of Guatemala City’s elite decision making institutions.  This is not to imply 

that huge power differentials did not exist, for indeed they did.  It is only to 

suggest that there were few places and people who in the end were immune to the 

dynamics of control, surveillance, segregation, and silence that permeated so 

much of Guatemalan life.  
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THE MULTI-LEVEL, MULTI-DIRECTIONAL CHALLENGES INVOLVED IN 
“STUDYING UP” 

Recognizing the need for a new perspective  

I was self-conscious and very nervous.  Although I had conducted 

numerous interviews with officials in Guatemalan government offices over the 

past two years (1989 and 1990), this was the project I was the most interested in, 

and I wanted this meeting to go well.  It was with the Executive Secretary of the 

newly established multinational Mundo Maya Organization (MMO).  It had taken 

more than a month for me to get this meeting, requiring repeated phone calls, 

messages, and trips back and forth to Guatemala City from the highlands.  The 

Executive Secretary was very busy and always travelling, both throughout the 

country, visiting various project sites, and abroad (primarily in Latin America and 

Europe), participating in meetings with other member countries and in 

international exhibitions.  All of this was part of his job, which was to promote 

Guatemala and its place in this newly conceptualized regional network and plan.  

But, “Yes”, responded one of the many female secretaries I spoke with, “the next 

time he was available, he could give me a few minutes.” 

I was shown in to the Executive Secretary’s office by a very polite 

secretary dressed in the standard INGUAT outfit for young female workers of 

blouse, skirt and high heels and asked to please wait, that Arq. Godoy Herrera 

was in a meeting, but would be with me as soon as possible.  I sat in the chair in 

front of the long desk and looked at the framed art on the walls.  I got up and 

walked over to the huge glass window that stretched from one end of the room to 

the other and overlooked, from high on the upper floors of the INGUAT building, 
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Guatemala City and the dense urban network of streets below.  It was a very 

different perspective than the one I had been used to in Guatemala, and I stood 

staring, trying to recognize the places I had come to know from the street level.  

“Quite a view” said the man walking into the room, going directly behind the 

desk, and sitting down.  He gestured to me to have a seat.  After quickly signing 

the stack of papers that he had been reading over as he entered into the room and 

passing them off to another young woman who stood waiting, he looked up at me, 

smiled a courteous greeting, and said “So, tell me about yourself and what I can 

do for you.”   

This was his job.  People, like me (trying to get their jobs done), came to 

him, asked him for information, help, support.  More often than not, they brought 

with them suggestions or proposals of ways INGUAT and the new international 

organization he worked with might integrate their projects, businesses, towns, 

peoples, and lives into the new Mundo Maya he and other international planners 

were in the process of creating.  He would politely listen, ask questions, take 

notes, and thank them coming.  For weeks and months he would then sit and 

think, make phone calls, talk to his network of governmental and private sector 

connections, look over project projections and budgets, visit the proposed sites, 

and meet with local leaders.  Using his skills as an urban planner, architect, and 

artist, he would then assess if and how he might be able to fit them into the overall 

plan.  

I began with my well-rehearsed introduction (in my broken “campo” 

Spanish), explaining that “I was an anthropologist studying at the University of 
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Texas at Austin, and had been working in the central highlands for the past 

several years with indigenous market women and was interested in what 

developments were taking…”  “Why Guatemala?” he interrupted, staring at me.  I 

stopped, silent.  I began explaining that Meso-America was a very important 

historical area of study within anthropology, that the University of Texas at 

Austin had, in addition to a strong Anthropology program, a large Institute of 

Latin American Studies with numerous Meso-American specialists, its library, the 

Nettie Lee Benson, had one of the largest collections of documents on the region 

in the hemisphere, and with the recent works being done on the decipherment of 

glyphs...” “Why contemporary Indians then?  Why not archeology or epigraphy?” 

he quickly asked, unblinking.  I stopped.  This was not going well.  I cautiously 

backed up and started again, trying to explain that “I was interested in…” – only 

this time was interrupted by a series of sirens that began going off outside, on the 

street below.  Without getting up, we looked out the window to see what the 

commotion was about, to see a long line of official cars speed down the road 

towards us, pass in front of the INGUAT building, and down the road towards the 

center of town.  Seeing the official flags on the front of the cars, Mr. Godoy 

clapped his hands in a parody of childlike excitement “Oh, it’s the president!”  He 

then looked over at me, sat back in a relaxed way, and smiled, quietly laughing.   

Now it was I who stopped, unblinking and stared.  My God, he was having 

me on - he was testing me.  Letting me know that just from looking at me in the 

first few seconds, he had a pretty good idea of who I was, what I was, why I was 

there, and where I stood in relationship to where he stood.  Moreover, he was 
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making it clear that he would not waste any significant time playing a role in a 

formal superficial interview charade.  If I wished to talk and work seriously, then 

he would talk and work seriously, otherwise… 

Over the course of the next several years Roberto Godoy Hererra would 

test me often.  In the process, he revealed the numerous levels and intricacies of 

beliefs, hopes and techniques that people in his position (both professionally and 

personally) held and used to get what they felt needed to be done to improve the 

situation.  Bored by superficial, rehearsed formal introductions, and disinterested 

in what he felt were predictable uni-dimensional philosophical positions and the 

motivations behind them, he pushed me to get on with what really mattered, in 

our conversations and in my research, and, more importantly, to do something 

that would in the long-term be of use/help.  However –as he and other planners in 

the public and private sector would teach me in the years to come- this had to be 

done carefully, in a way that did not offend or threaten anyone, and, for 

everyone’s good/benefit, did not underestimate the intelligence, knowledge and 

power of my audience, as my first meeting with him had done.  I would need to 

become more fluent, polished, sophisticated and subtle to be allowed and able to 

see, understand, and appreciate the complexity of what was going on.  I would 

need much improvement.  But, “Yes”, he ultimately concluded, he could see 

where I might fit into what was going on, and he would see what he could do to 

try to help me. 
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Part I:  Privatization + Decentralization + Re-designation = 
Democratization: Formulas for More Sustainable Post-Conflict 
Development  

STUDYING THE RECONSTRUCTION AND REFORMATION OF INSTITUTIONS, 
PROGRAMS AND ATTITUDES FROM THE TOP-DOWN 

As we discussed in Chapter 3, during the late 1970s and early 1980s the 

Guatemala Tourism Commission (INGUAT) played a critical role as a 

government entity in terms of indirect financial contributions to the maintenance 

of military administrations and, more directly, to the governmental public 

relations campaign aimed at denying the human rights violations those 

administrations had perpetuated against its peoples.  As we saw in Chapter 5, 

although San Juan La Laguna had the good fortune to avoid involvement in the 

conflicts that took place around it -its inhabitants very consciously turning their 

attention inward and averting their eyes from what was taking place all around it- 

everyone was aware of what was happening in many of the lakeside communities, 

particularly in Santiago Atitlán.  Indeed, Santiago Atitlán, became a kind of icon 

within the late 1980s and early 1990s of Guatemala’s many beautiful militarized 

indigenous communities.  As Robert Trudeau mentioned in the beginning of his 

1993 book Guatemalan Politics: The Popular Struggle for Democracy discussed 

in Chapter 2, the contrast of touristic beauty and violence was compelling to 

audiences, both nationally and internationally.  Indeed, national and international 

forces had been locked in a struggle for access and control over this community, 
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its image and the “hearts and minds” of its people for decades, in which they have 

been trying, unsuccessfully, to map onto it their desires, agendas and ideologies.  

In one of the many vignettes from her book Guatemala: Eternal Spring/Eternal 

Tyranny, Jean Marie Simon aptly illustrates, how the army, human rights 

organizations, INGUAT and foreign tourists interpreted, misinterpreted, and 

struggled with the community and one another to secure access and establish –

even if only for forty-five minutes at a time- some semblance of predictable 

control and hegemony.  They, like the many non-governmental organizations that 

flooded into the area in the early 1990s to celebrate Guatemala’s new post-

conflict transition, more often than not, failed even to achieve what they 

considered to be their most modest expectations.  

From 1978 on, the army maintained a constant presence in some fifty 
highland towns.  In Santiago Atitlán, soldiers entered by the truckload in 
what would become a permanent occupation.  According to Amnesty 
International, over the next two months, dozens of residents were 
abducted, some in broad daylight, in the town square; at the height of 
occupation, three hundred people took refuge in the local church, fearing 
that a large-scale massacre would follow.  The army established a 
permanent camp just outside the center of town, next to a small, privately 
run hospital.  The hospital itself was expropriated by the local army 
commander, who used its precious hot water supply for his daily shower 
when he wasn’t ordering lightning searches of patients’ beds for suspected 
guerrillas. 

The Armed Forces finally had something in common with Amnesty 
International after the Guatemalan Tourism Institute, INGUAT, 
complained that not only AI, but the army as well were wreaking havoc on 
the tourist trade; INGUAT demanded that soldiers lay low at least while 
tourism was in progress.  As a result, for the forty-five minutes each 
morning that the tourist ferry was at the dock, the army would disappear.  
Sometimes, however, the two coincided.  One morning, a U.S. couple 
came upon a group of soldiers heading back into town.  The husband, 
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irate, turned to his wife and said, “I’ll sure be glad when Reagan gets 
elected and gets rid of all of these commies!” (Simon 1987:70). 

 
Map 6.1 Welcome to Guatemala  

 
This map (Source: Guatemala Tourist Commission, nd.) was often appeared painted on the wall of 
the offices of immigration office at border crossing offices, as seen in La Ruta Maya: Belize, 
Yucatán, Guatemala  (Lonely Planet, video produced by Pilot Productions), in which the narrator 
points out that “Guatemala only recognized its border with Belize in 1991.  Until then the official 
line was that Belize was just another Guatemalan province.”  Comments from travelers range from 
that of a young North American male backpacker who good-naturedly warns the video narrator at 
the border crossing departing Belize that in Guatemala “(t)he last people you want to go to are the 
police, and watch out for all the guns.  And it ain’t no Disneyland” to the more favorable review of 
a young European woman and her male companion: “It is impossible not to fall in love with 
Guatemala.  Everyone is always saying hello.  Just, like, curious about who you are.  Yeah, it’s 
very nice.”
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Illustration 6.1 INGUAT Information Office, Panajachel, Sololá 

 
Another state institution in need of restoration/revitalization during the late 1980s.  Under-funded, 
under-staffed and eclipsed by private sector initiatives and investments, the Guatemalan Tourism 
Commission publicly showed signs that it was having difficulties. 
 
Map 6.2 Guide to Lake Atitlán and Surroundings  

 
Source: INGUAT nd. 
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INGUAT’s role in the pre-1985 election period (here I refer to both the 

U.S. and the Guatemalan elections) was, without question, one of support for and 

denial of the Guatemalan government’s egregious wrongdoings.  Although its 

mission and structural position had not officially changed by the time I arrived in 

Guatemala in the late 1980s and began conducting research with and on the 

Institute in the early 1990s, certain kinds of changes had begun to take place 

within it.  Although not readily apparent they were -once I became aware of them- 

changes that would leave me questioning some of my preconceptions of the 

numerous individuals I met there, the complex beliefs and positions they held, and 

the institutional survival practices they too had developed. 

As previously stated, this dissertation is not simply about indigenous 

Guatemalan market women, but about how different individuals active within 

tourism-related work acted, reacted and interacted during a critical period of post-

conflict reconstruction.193  These individuals include solidarity activists, 

government representatives, indigenous market women and their families, 

tourists, textile wholesalers, members of local women’s associations, 

development extension workers, leaders of non-governmental organizations, 

                                                 
193 The difficulty of discussing the scope and nature of tourism is widely acknowledged and 
presents numerous obstacles, as discussed earlier in Chapters 3 and 4 (ILO 2001:9).  In presenting 
any useful picture of this work, it is, as the International Labor Organization’s Report for 
discussion at the Tripartite Meeting on Human Resources Development, Employment and 
Globalization in the Hotel, Catering and Tourism Sector points out necessary to “draw on a wide 
variety of sources for information, including government institutions, intergovernmental 
organizations, trade unions, employers’ organizations, companies, international nongovernmental 
organizations, and individual scholars (ILO 2001: 9).  Indeed, it is to these sources/groups and the 
individuals who work within them that we have turned our attention in this research.  Please note 
that while significant written research is available on this topic currently, at the time I was 
conducting the fieldwork (late 1980s and early 1990s) little was available, making primary data 
collection and direct interface with these individuals the only way of collecting any data 
whatsoever.   
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anthropologists and government planners.  As was the case in trying to discuss the 

differing subject positions of women marketers in San Juan La Laguna (described 

in the “(Un)cooperative Women” section of Chapter 5), during my time in the 

field and subsequently, there was a strong tendency, both in myself and among 

many of my colleagues, to look at this situation and immediately see certain social 

actors as victims and others as victimizers.  Over the years, I have struggled with 

such portrayals within the field, the academy, and myself.  More often than not, I 

was unsuccessful, as in my attempts to demonstrate the texture and subtleties of 

the situation and at times I too reproduced such oppositions.  

One of the areas in which I most vigorously struggled with such 

preconceptions (of victim/victimizer) and tendencies was in discussions related to 

the roles of planners from government agencies related to tourism.  I do not 

remember a single public presentation in which I discussed this material in which 

the audience discussion did not end up focusing on how those involved in the 

promotion of tourism could so blatantly and continuously exploit indigenous 

peoples in such a naïve way.  In these discussions, government planners were 

continually perceived as being out of touch, ignorant of the situation of their 

fellow countrymen, exploitative and if not overtly, then covertly racist.  Often I 

would try to explain how some planners were trying to transform the images used 

in the past, implement new programs, structures and processes, and were not 

simple mouthpieces of the State.  More often than not the reaction was that I was 

misguided, had misinterpreted the situation, or that “this was not their experience” 

with either ladinos or people working in bureau level positions.   
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Given this context (e.g., the position of planners, and their work within the 

broader debate), the goals of this chapter are multiple.  I seek to describe the 

broader national and regional context within which reforms within the national 

tourism industry were taking place, trace some of the more notable programs that 

planners came up with and sought to implement within the sector at the period 

and, in doing so, provide a more textured portrayal of these individuals and the 

institutions in which they worked.  In so doing I hope to question the moral 

certainty under which I and so many of my colleagues during that time worked, 

without falling into the postmodern conundrum of presenting a series of 

competing discourses disconnected from non-discursive/material context.194 

In this chapter, I will look at how professional architects, natural resource 

specialists and anthropologists, employed at the Instituto Guatemalteco de 

Turismo throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s discussed, planned and 

implemented programs to promote indigenous culture and history and to increase 

the participation of, and benefits brought to, these populations.  In so doing, I will 

describe some of the processes which helped to bring about these changes and 

diversify the form and content of these programs, the most influential of which 

was the general move towards privatization and decentralization taking place 

within the State during the decade of the 1990s. 

                                                 
194 It is important to remember that in post-conflict situations, not only are the discursive and non-
discursive linked, but they are tethered together with barbed wire. 
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FORMULATING A RECONSTRUCTION STRATEGY FOR GUATEMALA’S POST-
CONFLICT TRANSITION TO DEMOCRACY 

In 1985, at the beginning of the transition, the administrations of Serrano, 

Carpio and Arzú, the signing of the 1996 Peace Accords, the installation of the 

1997 Guatemalan Truth Commission, and the 1999 national referendum were yet 

to come.  For Guatemala in the mid-1980s, the next decade and a half was but a 

series of cautiously optimistic projections, heavily influenced by the ever-

changing and often volatile events taking place in surrounding countries in the 

region.  When one spoke of the transition from authoritarian political-military 

elite control to civilian governance through democratic processes in Central 

America during this period, goals, processes, and timelines for peace and 

(re)stabilization were hypothetical and tentative.  How peace negotiations would 

progress, when formal Accords would be signed, the processes through which 

democratic institutions would be built, how long it would be before subsequent 

periods of consolidation would begin, and how states would fund reconstruction 

(social, political, and economic) were matters of speculation, dependent on 

numerous variables.   

The often independent variables planners had to take into account included 

the more immediate problems related to establishing the political openings 

through which democratic institutions could be created, national and sub-national 

elections administered, and popular participation guaranteed.  Many planners and 

administrators in the central government felt that to be successful the proposed 

solutions to the problems related to these processes would require new forms of 

public-private sector collaborations that would  
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1) build sustainable democratic institutions through a series of legislative 

and economic reforms,  
2) strategically manage the transition through the implementation of more 

privatized and decentralized administrative and fiscal systems, and  
3) help to reconstruct civil society.   

Since the national government was still in the first stages of trying to 

implement fiscal reforms (i.e., tax codes, etc.) and despite promises from the 

international community to provide reconstruction aid, the Guatemalan State was 

responsible for much of the costs of reconstruction (both the physical and 

institutional infrastructure of the country), and there was little funding for non-

essential personnel or programs.  Now more than ever, state institutions such as 

INGUAT could not depend upon government funding for the institution, its 

programs or their associated operating costs.  INGUAT planners were quickly 

made aware of the fact that their institutional and professional futures were 

uncertain and that they would have to reorganize the institution and their work -

making both more effective and efficient- and whenever, wherever, and however 

possible find funding, either supplemental or total, from alternate sources.   

Building more democratic institutions through legislative and economic 
reforms 

Despite the multiple levels of uncertainty, efforts to build democratic 

institutions -one of the primary activities marking the transition to democracy- 

began to take shape through legislative, juridical and institutional reforms.  Many 

of these decentralized, multi-level and sectorally diverse efforts extended well 

beyond the internationally recognized and highly visible benchmarks of national 

elections, the successful transfer of civilian executive leadership, and the formal 
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signing of national Peace Accords and international declarations.  While national 

peace negotiations slowly progressed, governmental planners, leaders of diverse 

social movements (“old” and “new”), and international human rights advocates 

worked at the national, departmental and municipal levels to identify objectives 

for democratic consolidation and to structure the new legislative and institutional 

structures for political, economic and social reconstruction.  It was hoped that 

once terms were reached and the Peace Accords were signed, this supporting 

legislation and the institutional apparatus with the organizational capacity for 

implementation could help future administrations and civic organizations to 

structure, fund, administer and monitor programs. 

Operationalizing these reforms demanded the continuous support work of 

drafting revisions in constitutional texts, negotiating reforms in the judicial 

systems, and creating the supporting institutional bodies that would and could 

implement and enforce binding decisions.  Among the most significant documents 

rewritten during this period was the constitutional text enacted by the Constituent 

Assembly in 1985.  In addition to defining the objectives for democratic 

consolidation, it created the institutions responsible for their implementation, 

including the Supreme Electoral Tribunal, the Constitutional Tribunal, and a 

Human Rights Ombusman (Torres-Rivas and Arévalo de León 1999:23). 

In addition to the legislative and institution-building work necessary to 

promote the political transition, stakeholders needed to re-evaluate the systems 

that would provide the funds necessary for national reconstruction and economic 

growth.  In an attempt to increase government working funds, efforts to establish 
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and broaden a stable tax base were reinvigorated.  Although common first steps in 

standard neo-liberal economic reform strategies, post-conflict economic 

reconstruction did not imply an attempt to return to the pre-war institutional 

status.  Planners, politicians, and members of the business community understood 

that in order to effectively redefine state responsibilities given current institutional 

capacities, to reactivate and update production systems, and to reenter the new 

regional and international economy in a reasonably competitive position, the 

public and private sector would together have to find innovative ways to stimulate 

the economy.  Stimulating Guatemala’s still primarily agricultural economy195, 

mired in years of recession, posed challenges that demanded new approaches to 

both rural and urban development.  These new approaches would have to address 

the familiar issue of land, access to natural resources and investment capital, 

production support services, and labor, while taking into account the more recent 

developments in credit, technology, marketing, industrial production and 

distribution models (i.e., maquiladoras) and the changing role of agro-industry. 

Managing the transition through a privatized and decentralized 
administrative and fiscal system 

As was the trend in many other Latin American countries, Guatemalan 

State planners began to see economic and political solutions in the privatization of 

publicly held enterprises and interests and the increased decentralization of the 

government’s fiscal and administrative responsibilities.  Blocks within both the 

public and private sector interested in encouraging increased investment from the 

national and international private sectors, promoting efficiency through 
                                                 
195 Many of the larger initiatives in agricultural diversification had not yet begun. 
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competition, and updating technology through privately regulated competition 

pressured the Guatemalan State to privatize publicly held utilities and services.  

The most notably targeted of these were those enterprises and interests held in the 

power (electricity), transportation (railroads, ports and airports) and 

telecommunication sectors.  Significant, but much less publicly debated, were 

publicly owned enterprises within the financial and service sectors.  The sales, 

concessions, and transformations that neo-liberal reformers lobbied for 

throughout much of the transition era of the 1990s were by no means viewed as 

moves without risks.  Privatization and decentralization were understood to be 

complex, multi-sectoral processes with many indirect and hidden costs, the 

economic, political and social benefits of which were neither immediate nor 

guaranteed. 

Privatization was attractive to many Guatemalan policymakers in that it 

promised the immediate benefits/gains of providing working capital for the State 

treasury and relieving the revenue poor State from the burden of maintenance 

(i.e., economic, administrative, and in many cases physical) which more often 

than not required politically unpopular tax increases.  However, many critics 

(particularly those representing labor) challenged the popular move towards 

privatization, fearing, among other things, the power of newly created private 

sector monopolies and the associated consumer price increases that often resulted.  

Moreover, there was a concern that policymakers unfamiliar with such macro-

economic transitions would misjudge the medium and long-term costs and 

benefits of the transactions.  Such was the case with many Latin American 

 430



governments of the time that were entering into negotiations with the private 

sector for the first time, particularly those that had small economies with limited 

internal markets and an unfavorable international competitive advantage.  Indeed, 

as critics had feared and predicted, mistakes of this nature were by this time 

already visible throughout Latin America.  They included, to mention just a few, 

the State’s 1) undervaluing of the assets of publicly held industries, 2) 

underestimating the potential of future markets, and 3) not sufficiently taking into 

account the needs and interests of marginalized consumer populations.  These 

errors resulted in, among other problems, a jump in consumer prices, the lack of 

an independent regulatory framework to address issues of quality and 

competition, and insufficient restrictions on bidders, requiring them, for example, 

to provide rural coverage, etc.  The fact that the Guatemalan State lacked the 

resources to invest in the reconstruction, maintenance, and/or expansion of public 

services and associated programs, and the independence and legitimacy necessary 

for regulation196, left many planners to conclude that privatization represented a 

viable and almost inevitable solution. 

After much debate during the late 1980s and early 1990s, after the signing 

of the 1996 Peace Accords, the Guatemalan Government announced in 1997 the 

privatization of the Guatemalan Railroad, which was already in receivership.  It 

was to be the first of many such moves.  As part of its “State modernization 

process”, the Guatemalan Government began to negotiate numerous sales, 

concession agreements and other transformations related to many of its State 

                                                 
196 The state’s ability to establish a sufficient regulatory system was a matter of much debate. 
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Owned Enterprises (SOEs), as well as divestitures from a number of its State 

Owned Interests.  By the end of the decade, significant sales and operation 

concessions had taken place in the areas of Power, Transportation, and 

Telecommunications, and major transformations in the Financial, Service, and 

Foodstuffs Sectors had been agreed upon or were under review.  
 

Table 6.1 Guatemala: Privatization of State Owned Enterprises (SOE’s) 
(Calendar and status as of December 1998) 
 
State Owned 
Enterprise 

Sector Course of Action Date 

La Laguna Plant Electricity Sold to Guatemalan 
Generating Group 

Aug. 1997 

Gas 5 (Steward & 
Stevenson) Power Plant 

Electricity Sold to Guatemalan 
Generating Group 

Aug. 1997 

Guatemalan Electrical 
Institute (INDE) 

Electricity Sale of 80 per cent of 2 
distribution branches to 
Spain’s Unión Fenosa 

Dec. 1998 

Guatemalan 
Telecommunications 
(TELGUA) 

Telecommunications 95% of assets sold to Luca, 
S.A. 

Oct. 1998 

    
Guatemalan Railroad 
Company 

Railroads 50-year concession of right 
of way awarded to Railroad 
Development Corporation 

June 1997 

Guatemalan Railroad 
Company 

Railroads Sale of assets Aug 1998 

Puerto Santo Tomas de 
Castilla (Caribbean Sea) 

Seaport 25-year operation 
concession 

2000 

Puerto Quetzal (Pacific 
Ocean) 

Seaport 25-year operation 
concession 

2000 

La Aurora International 
(Guatemala City) 

Airport Operation concession 2000 

Santa Elena (El Petén) Airport Operation concession 2000 
Palín-Escuintla toll-
highway 

Highways 25-year concession awarded 
to MARHOS 

March 1997 

Agrarian Development 
Bank (BANDESA) 

Financial Conversion of charter 
(Transformed to 
BANRURAL) 

Jan. 1998 

Housing Bank (BANVI) Financial Transformed to 
BANRURAL 

1999 

Agricultural 
Commercialization Institute 
(INDECA) 

Services Sold 26 of 37 properties Complete 

Postal and telegraph 
services 

Services Concessions to 
International Postal 
Services 

Sept. 1998 

Guatemala Tourism 
Commission (INGUAT) 

Services Operation concession Pending 
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Dairy processing plant 
(PROLAC) 

Foodstuffs 5-year lease UJIAPA 
Cooperative 

Oct. 1997 

Source: FUNDESA research, 1999.  Table as appears on http://infoguat.guatemala.org/SOE’s.html 
 

 
Table 6.2 Guatemala: Divestiture of State Owned Interests 
(Calendar and status as of December 1998) 
 
State Owned 
Interests 

Sector Action Date 

Guatemalan Electricity 
Company (EEGSA) 

Electricity Sold 80% of shares to 
international consortium 
headed by IBERDROLA 

Aug. 1998 

Guatemalan Electricity 
Company (EEGSA) 

Electricity Sale of remaining 13.7% 
shares 

1999 

Guatemalan Aviation 
Company (AVIATECA) 

Airline carrier Sale of remaining shares 
(30%) 

(pending) 

Source: FUNDESA research, 1999.  Table as appears on http://infoguat.guatemala.org/SOE’s.html 

Many of the industries most closely linked to the development of 

international and domestic tourism were affected by this drive towards 

privatization, most notably were highways, ports, airports, airline carriers, and 

telecommunications.  In March of 1997, a 25-year concession was awarded to 

MARHNOS for use of the Palin-Escuintal toll-highway.197  In the year 2000, a 

25-year operation concession was granted for Puerto Quetzal (Pacific Ocean) and 

Puerto Santo Tomás de Castilla (Caribbean Sea).  Most important of the 

concessions given during this period was the operation concession granted in 

2000 for the La Aurora International Airport in Guatemala City and the Santa 

Elena Airport in El Petén.  Given that the air transport industry is a critical 

element in the development of tourism -air transport accounts for almost 80 

percent of the international tourism arrivals worldwide198 - Guatemalan planners 

                                                 
197 Data on privatization of Guatemalan State Owned Enterprises and Interests is based on data 
from FUNDESA (1999), as presented on http://infoguat.guatemala.org/SOE’s.html. 
198 International Labour Organization.  Report for discussion at the Tripartite Meeting on Human 
Resources Development, Employment and Globalization in the Hotel, Catering and Tourism 
Sector, Geneva, April 2-6, 2001, pp. 23-24. 
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saw the liberalization of air transport and its associated infrastructure as necessary 

steps.  In an effort to end the last vestiges of protectionism, the government 

sought to divest itself in the late 1990s of the remaining 30% of shares it held of 

the Guatemalan Aviation Company (AVIATECA), which was at the time one of 

the most prominent airline carriers serving the country.  One of the most critical 

elements in the success of future marketing, growth, and competition in tourism 

was that of telecommunications.  In October of 1998, the government sold 95% of 

the assets held in Guatemalan Telecommunications (TELGUA) to the private 

consortium of Luca, S.A.199  By the end of the decade, an operation concession 

for the Guatemalan Tourism Commission itself was pending.  

Although a significant portion of the privatization affecting the country 

and sector took place rapidly (within several years, between 1997-2000), it was 

widely acknowledged that it would take time for the private sector to become 

productive and for reinvestment and new fiscal and tax systems to take effect, and 

some measure of productive collaboration between state and civil society began to 

take place.  In the meantime, both governmental and non-governmental 

organizations found themselves having to rely on the international community for 

investment and assistance.  This placed the country in an extremely vulnerable 

position.  As a small, primarily agricultural economy, Guatemala was not as 

attractive to profit-oriented private investors as were larger, more industrialized 

economies in Latin America such as Mexico, Argentina, Chile and Brazil.  

Moreover, as one of the many countries undergoing post-conflict reconstruction, 
                                                 
199 Although the transition period of which we are speaking somewhat predates the wide spread 
use of Internet marketing for countries such as Guatemala, by the mid 1990s radical shifts in use 
were occurring, which affected the way the private sector viewed telecommunications. 
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it had to compete with the surrounding countries of Nicaragua and El Salvador 

and face the constant threat of international donor fatigue. 

(Re)constructing civil society 

While extremely complicated, in many ways the political and economic 

aspects of reconstruction were easier to evaluate and address than were the social 

dynamics that fueled and reflected the country’s persistent problems of ethnic and 

class-based inequity.  As the numerous working groups of the War Torn Societies 

Project (WSP) aptly point out, a post-conflict country’s infrastructure is always 

easier to rebuild than is its social structure (Torres-Rivas and Arévalo de León 

1999).200  Torres-Rivas and Arévalo de León explain how it was that the question 

of how to “re(construct) civil society” became the focus of many policy debates 

and the goal of many international interventions, regional social movements and 

community-based development initiatives during the late 1980s and throughout 

the 1990s.  Efforts focused on initiatives ranging from reforms in the public safety 

system (national security forces and municipal police) to constitutional 

                                                 
200 “The War-torn Societies Project aims to assist the international donor community, 
international organizations, NGOs and local authorities and organizations to better understand and 
respond to the complex challenges of post-conflict periods.  Once fighting has stopped, a fragile 
ceasefire must be transformed into a lasting political settlement, emergency relief provided, and a 
process of political, economic, social and psychological rebuilding initiated to lay the basis for 
future sustainable development.  These are gigantic tasks; they are interrelated, with progress in 
one depending on progress in the others and they must, therefore be tackled simultaneously.  
The War-torn Societies Project was jointly initiated by the United Nations Research Institute for 
Social Development (UNRISD) and the Programme for Strategic and International Studies (PSIS) 
of the Graduate Institute of International Studies in response to a widely recognized need for 
systemic analysis of present experience and practice.  It aims to contribute to a better integration 
of different forms of international assistance – humanitarian, economic, political and military – 
within  a coherent policy framework, to encourage a better alignment of external assistance with 
local efforts and thus to bring about a more efficient and effective use of local and international 
resources” (Torres-Rivas and Arévalo de León 1999: back cover). 
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amendments giving rights to indigenous peoples.201  However, as the history of 

the 1999 national plebiscite clearly illustrated,  
 
1) political, economic and social change were intricately connected and could 

not be addressed in a chronological order of priorities, but would have to be 
dealt with simultaneously, and  

2) where there were still such deep social fractures, there would be practical 
difficulties enacting significant lasting reforms, whether democratically 
negotiated or not. 

If not already clearly demonstrated in daily life, the result of the plebiscite 

confirmed the continued presence of fear, distrust, and the general unwillingness 

of the population to create formal mechanisms for power sharing and national 

integration. 

Despite this strategic political setback in national policymaking in 1999, 

many other more micro-level changes did successfully take place in the 

relationship between civil society and the state over the course of the 12 years 

leading up to the vote.  These changes were reflected in the increasing number of 

nongovernmental civic organizations and the strengthening of ethnic-identity 

based social movements which openly lobbied the state for increased decision 

making power and the structural inclusion that would make such changes lasting.  

With the support of international solidarity organizations (publicly and privately 

                                                 
201 Although the administration of justice and national security were often the “entry point” of 
discussion (as in the case of the WSP), the greatest lasting obstacles to the consolidation of 
democracy lay in the need to fight corruption, eliminate impunity in its various forms and restore 
trust in the numerous institutions responsible for administering justice and public safety (Torres-
Rivas and Arévalo de León 1999: 175).  Given the lack of faith in the current public safety system 
and the increasing incidence of daily violence, reforms in the National Police (PN), the National 
Civic Police, and the Municipal Police (PM) had to be implemented.  Indeed workshops of the 
WSP on these issues were held in six rural communities, including   three in the department of 
Sololá: the communities of San Lucas Tolíman, Santiago Atitlán and San Pedro La Laguna (ibid: 
177) 
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funded), national, regional and local-level nongovernmental organizations, which 

Torres-Rivas once described as “organizations (that) serve to convert private 

interests into public expressions”, proliferated in Guatemala.  At the time 

nongovernmental organizations were championed by proponents, as well as by 

scholars and students of civil society-State relations, as demonstrations of the 

continued vitality and potential of civic networks and local leadership.  

Institutional and individual capacity for strategic political participation, critical 

analysis and administrative implementation of alternative programs for 

governance and economic development were just beginning to be addressed 

again, through more direct funding to NGOs and community-based capacity 

building - again, primarily from the international sector. 

As the Guatemalan State increasingly withdrew from the ownership and 

administration of many of the basic services it had supplied over the years and 

new systems were needed to replace the old, the decentralization of socio-

economic and political decision-making was seen as a method for lowering costs, 

improving the quality of services, all while simultaneously strengthening civil 

society.  The roles -ideological as much as practical- nongovernmental 

organizations would play in this process of decentralization would be critical.  In 

many post-conflict contexts, NGOs had become active players in local politics, 

organizing populations, providing basic services to member communities, and 

lobbying municipal, central and international institutions for larger-scale 

infrastructure and social programs and aid.  Development practitioners evaluating 

these nascent organizations’ activities in the region during the early 1980s agreed 
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“that the advantages of NGOs, such as flexibility, informality, commitment, and 

participatory style, outweighed their disadvantages and made them especially 

suited for the complex task of rural development projects aimed at alleviating 

poverty, in which physical capital is combined with human and organizational 

resources” (Caroll 1992:1).  Some international development agency staff took 

this initial support for nongovernmentals a step further, suggesting that “NGOs 

were an important and underutilized resource that should be mobilized to supplant 

the action of the state” (Lacroix 1985, cited in Caroll 1992:1).   

By the late 1980s, NGOs had been “discovered” by the “mainstream” 

development community and were being treated as a “new institutional form and 

development resource” (Caroll 1992:1).  In Latin America, non-governmental 

organizations were heralded as both an expression of the vital nature of civil 

society and a practical alternative to local service providership.  Although 

increasingly visible and effective in certain areas and activities, most NGOs were 

not particularly new and their ability to supplant an institutional organism as 

complex and pervasive as the State was questionable.  Forms of these 

organizations had existed in Latin America prior to their recent renaissance in 

civil society and participatory development research/work.  In time, local leaders, 

planners, and analysts began to distinguish between various types of civic 

organizations202 and to better understand both their potential and limitations as 

mouthpieces for marginal populations and alternative service providers.  

Subsequent civilian administrations continued to support decentralization, as it 

                                                 
202  See Caroll’s 1992 analysis of NGOs and the typology that was developed. 
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turned out more as a result of the increasing trend towards regional planning as a 

strategy for new concepts of development, than as a tool to promote social 

participation and political democratization (Gálvez Borrell and Camposeco 

Hurtado 1997:17).   

The proliferation of these organizations and the interest national and 

international planners had in their potential success were closely interconnected, 

one stimulating the other, creating a momentum of cyclical symbiotic growth.  As 

part of a wider trend to reduce the size of government and decentralize public 

sector financial and administrative responsibilities, governments and international 

funders were actively seeking viable ways of shifting the administrative power 

and financial responsibility of national and regional development programs and 

projects to the private sector and local level.  Government ministries previously in 

charge of the entire project cycle (planning, funding, implementing, monitoring 

and evaluation) of national and regional programs increasingly looked to the 

private sector for initiative, contacts and help in managing local project activities.  

No longer the primary vehicle for the implementation of programs, the central 

government increasingly took on the role of initiator and facilitator of change 

(Gálvez Borrell and Camposeco Hurtado 1997:17).  Frustrated with the relatively 

high cost and poor performance of state bureaucracies, multilateral funding 

agencies supported such changes and began to look for new ways to partner with 

NGOs in the hope of improving both the administration of funding and the results 

of projects and programs.   
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Unlike in other Southern Hemispheric nations undergoing government led 

neo-liberal reforms, in which neo-liberalism was associated with centrist 

government party politics, tantamount to support of the status quo, in Guatemala 

early efforts to implement such reforms were far from mainstream.  Although 

elements of neo-liberal reform were increasingly visible in many ministries’ 

project plans, strong support for decentralization and strengthening of civil 

society through local NGOs was considered suspect, if not subversive.  Following 

years of governmental persecution of local community based organizations, many 

newly formed NGOs were wary of public sector support and possible state co-

optation.  The result was low initial civic participation in early public/private 

sector collaborations.  Within government institutions, open advocacy for 

systemic changes of this kind was recognized as risky (professionally, politically, 

and personally) carried out by idealistic individuals.  Eventually this would 

change, as decentralization became a more mainstream aspect of national public 

policy and no longer a challenge to previous and highly hierarchical processes of 

decision making and resource allocation. 

NATIONAL RECONSTRUCTION & DEVELOPMENT AND THE PRESERVATION OF 
CULTURAL & NATURAL HERITAGE  

The re-imagining, re-mapping and re-designation of the Guatemalan 
national landscape 

Rarely discussed in this national reconstruction and development debate 

were the persistent and still unresolved problems related to the (re)distribution of 

land.  In Guatemala, this was not an issue that would gradually diminish, as it had 

in some other countries where urbanization and alternative economic 

 440



opportunities had over time reduced popular demand for land.  Despite changes in 

state sponsored economic development strategies that supported growth in non-

land dependent industries such as maquiladoras and tourism, post-conflict 

Guatemala remained primarily agricultural.  The issue of property allocation 

became more pressing as the state struggled to (re)integrate ex-combatants, the 

internally displaced, the refugees who had been living for over a decade in 

“temporary” communities in southern Mexico, and the numerous returning exiles 

from all different social and economic backgrounds, many of whom were 

members of the middle and upper classes who had temporarily left the country to 

“study” or “work” abroad.  Government planners were well aware of the fact that 

without land and the supporting economic development programs to make its 

utilization profitable, economic and social inequality would continue, the 

incidence of delincuencia (crime) would rise, and new forms of everyday violence 

(such as hunger) and instability (rooted in poverty) would replace the old.  Indeed, 

this was the very scenario that ultimately did develop, resulting in 2002 in 

Guatemala having the second highest crime rates in Central America (the first 

being that of El Salvador), 60,000 children under the age of five being assessed as 

being acutely malnourished, and six out of ten Guatemalans earning less than 

U.S.$2.00 per day (WOLA Newsletter, Dec. 23, 2002). 

It is somewhat ironic, therefore, that while land redistribution for 

subsistence agriculture remained for all intents and purposes an unapproachable, 

undiscussible policy issue, the re-imagining, re-mapping and re-designation of 

Guatemala and the territory it encompassed (both as a space and place) would 
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become a central topic of discussion and importance in many of the increasingly 

privatized and decentralized dealings of newly public-private sector 

collaborations, be they national or international, for-profit or not for-profit.  Re-

assessments of Guatemala’s resources, those that were deemed “scarce” and 

“endangered”, as well as those which had been “overlooked” and were relatively 

“untapped”, were marked as a central priority.  So were the more efficient and 

“sustainable” use and management of those assets, be they considered by 

international guidelines such as those of the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) as “tangible” or “intangible.” 

International development and conservation oriented organizations (both 

unilateral and multilateral) played pivotal roles in helping to conceptualize, plan 

and lobby for the creation of many of these large scale land-based/dependent 

projects, as well as in providing or obtaining the funding necessary for their 

implementation and ongoing maintenance and monitoring.  These international 

organizations worked closely with government reformers in various ministries, 

institutes and commissions within the Cerezo administration to establish 

legislation that was critical for the present and future conservation and protection 

of the nation’s “patrimonio natural y cultural” (natural and cultural heritage), 

which we shall discuss more in detail in the next section.  Linking themselves to 

and buttressed by new international guidelines and standards, these new laws 

helped to update, expand, and draw attention to already-existing national codes of 

protection. This newly passed legislation reinvigorated the national conservation 

and preservation movement, by publicizing the issues and focusing legislators, 
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planners and the public’s attention to the problems related to natural and cultural 

heritage protection.  Together with the laws previously passed and on the books, 

but largely unimplemented, the new legislation passed during the administration 

of Cerezo (as well as that passed during subsequent governments) provided 

advocates and planners with the legal and policy guidelines and precedents 

necessary for 1) the proposal of numerous additional territories/sites, and 2) the 

transformation of already existing “paper parks” into viable, profitable and 

sustainable conservation and protection areas, work which continues up to this 

day. 

The role of INGUAT in the (increasingly crowded) process of re-landscaping 
post-war Guatemala 

Within the context of the government reform and the international-

national collaborations taking place during the post-conflict transition period to 

protect the country/nation’s natural and cultural heritage, INGUAT occupied what 

was in many ways a unique position.  As an established, highly visible, 

internationally oriented government institute geared towards the creation and 

maintenance of positive public relations, the promotion of information about the 

country and nation, and the stimulation of public and private sector economic 

activity, many high level decision makers within the Christian Democrat Party felt 

that it was the existing institution best equipped to help the government 

reformulate its official national image (Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca, 

1985:79).  However, while its status as a government entity afforded it privileged 

access and position in terms of jurisdiction and protection from the activities of 

other branches of the government and the military, its status as a publicly 
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held/state owned enterprise made it vulnerable to all of the internal institutional 

controls of a large, very hierarchical, financially strapped state bureaucracy.  

Although vulnerable to the numerous budget and personnel cuts that would begin 

to be made, and many of the other less advantageous aspects of more general 

movement towards decentralization and privatization (there was a vague 

knowledge among INGUAT employees and planners that the Institute itself was 

slated to be privatized in the not so distant future), INGUAT remained a highly 

visible and, despite its weakening position due to its uncertain future and 

restricted budget, a strong presence in the ongoing negotiations over how to re-

map post-war Guatemala and what would be named and come to be known in 

post-conflict Central America as the new “Mundo Maya” (Maya World). 

As was the trend in other government ministries and institutes (indeed, as 

was the trend in governments throughout Latin America), INGUAT in the late 

1980s and early 1990s began to decentralize its operations, promote 

collaborations with the private sector, and facilitate local development initiatives.  

Within several years, these changes, together with the impacts of increasing 

numbers of tourists visiting, various forms of foreign investment and economic 

aid were becoming visible.  These demographic, economic and public policy 

shifts were fortified by strong support from the Cerezo government and new 

national and international legislation (mentioned above) aimed at conserving and 

protecting the nation’s patrimonio natural and cultural.  At the national level there 

was the Ley de Protección y Mejoramiento del Medio Ambiente (Decree 68-86) 

passed December of 1986, and the Ley de Areas Protegidas (Decree 4-89) passed 
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in January of 1989.  At the international level, there were the protections, as well 

as the increased visibility and status afforded to specific sites through their 

designation as United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s 

(UNESCO) World Heritage Sites.   

Between 1989-1999, Guatemalan and international advocates for cultural 

and natural heritage preservation began utilizing the newly passed legislation to 

propose and push through the designation of numerous new protected area.  

Although these new sites were proposed and evaluated as independent units, 

based upon their uniqueness and their fulfillment of standard criteria, there was an 

effort among planners working with sponsoring organizations to expand on (both 

in the sense of geographical boundaries and in increased protection for the flora 

and fauna within) or to try to link to existing sites.  This was done in an attempt to 

create environmental/migratory corridors and navigable “paths” linking together 

sites of particular indigenous, cultural and historical importance.  The justification 

for the particular configuration of these corridors/paseos was often based upon the 

scientific rationale that sought to protect existing patterns of growth and migration 

of the flora and fauna in the region and the hemisphere.  Preservation of “traces” 

of past and present human settlements and the creation of the historical and 

cultural narratives which sought to describe/explain them to the lay viewer played 

an equally important role in the establishment of some of the regions 

contemporary paths/rutas, which sought to simultaneously trace the history of past 

human activity in the region and encourage/influence future patterns of human 

resource use in/movement through the area.   
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By 1999, the country had over thirty protected areas and another forty 

sites that were being proposed (Fundesa 1999) and two sites that were already 

designated by UNESCO: The Tikal National Park as both a World Cultural and 

Natural Heritage Site and the city of La Antigua as a World Heritage Site.   

Map 6.3 Reserva de la Biosfera Maya, Petén 
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Illustration 6.2 Forest within Maya Biosphere Reserve, Petén 

 

Illustration 6.3 Waterfall within Maya Biosphere Reserve, Petén 
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Illustration 6.4 Dense undergrowth within Maya Biosphere Reserve, Petén 

 
 
Table 6.3 Guatemala Protected Areas  
 
Protected area Department Type 
Maya Biosphere Reserve Petén  Rainforest 
Tikal National Park Petén Archeological park, aquatic 

birds and wildlife 
Laguna El Tigre-Rio 
Escondido Biotope 

Petén Freshwater wetlands 

Cerro Cahuí Biotope Petén Wildlife sanctuary 
Ceibal-Aguateca-Dos Pilas Petén Archeological park 
San Miguel-La Palotada “El 
Zotz” Biotope 

Petén Bat sanctuary 

Sierra de las Minas Biosphere 
Reserve 

El Progreso, Baja Verapaz, 
Alta Verapaz, Zacapa, and 
Izabal 

Cloud forest 

Lachuá National Park Alta Verapaz Woodlands 
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Semuc Champey Alta Verapaz River system 
Cerro San Gil Izabal Wildlife sanctuary 
Quiriguá Izabal Archeological park 
Bocas de Polochic Izabal Freshwater wetlands 
Chacón Machacas Biotope Izabal Marine resource 
Quetzal Biotope Baja Verapaz Quetzal sanctuary 
Lake Atitlán Multiple Use 
Area 

Sololá Volcano and lake 

Tajumulco Volcano San Marcos Volcano 
Sierra de Los Cuchumatanes Huehuetenango and Quiche Mountain range 
Monterrico Natural Reserve Santa Rosa Marine turtle and iguana 

sanctuary 
Hawaii National Park Santa Rosa Marine turtle sanctuary 
Iximché Chimaltenango Archeological park 
Acatenango-Fuego Complex Escuintla, Sacatépequez and 

Chimaltenango 
Volcanoes 

Agua Sacatépequez Volcano 
Pacaya Escuintla and Guatemala Volcano 
Source: Fundesa research 1999, as listed in http://infoguat.guatemala.org/ProtectedAreas.htm 

Map 6.4  Reserva de la Biosfera Sierra de Las Minas 

 
The Reserva de la Biosfera Sierra de Las Minas spans the departments of El Progreso, Baja 
Verapaz, Alta Verapaz , Zacapa, and Izabal. 
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Although significant conservation and preservation-oriented legislation 

existed and was passed under Cerezo, and national and international organizations 

worked to introduce more during the administrations of Serrano, Carpio and Arzú, 

implementation over the course of the civilian transition period was considered by 

most heritage advocates to as being overall very weak.  The combination of 

aggressive legislating and weak implementation had a number of impacts on 

conservation and preservation related work during this period.  
 

• employees of government ministries felt they did not have the funding or 
capacity to manage such shifts in land and resource use;  

• domestic and foreign businesses working in target areas found greater profits 
in cheap expansion/growth than managed use and extraction, and 

• members of local communities neither had the trust in government nor the 
incentives (economic, social or political) necessary to participate in new 
government programs.   

Many members of government, private sector, and civil society organizations felt 

uncertain that such reforms would take or last.  As a result, few wanted to invest 

much time and energy in reevaluating and reorganizing their activities.203 

Despite widespread skepticism and resistance, a strong movement within 

areas of the government, the urban elite, and the international community 

emerged.  Together, they began collaborative efforts to support legislative 

changes, the implementation of existing laws, and the monitoring of areas of 

immediate and extreme vulnerability.  Their work and activism melded existing 

legislation with more readily accessible private sector venture capital and re-

emerging notions of the, as yet, untapped human and social capital latent within 

                                                 
203 These findings were based on numerous interviews conducted during 1992-1994 with 
representatives and field extension workers of development and environmental organizations 
active around Lake Atitlán, in the Petén and Guatemala City. 
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rural indigenous communities and “sustainable” approaches towards socio-

economic development.  Many initiatives, small and large, local and international, 

bottom-up and top-down, were initiated by these groups at this time.204  They 

intersected with a renewed movement in favor of a regional approach towards 

development, which drew together the resources of the small countries of Central 

America, allowing them to negotiate within the global market as a block.  The 

programs developed by planners representing national and international 

organizations for implementation at the regional, national and local level took 

place within a broader context of systemic reform and were influenced by newly 

emerging discourses from the international community, the most notable of which 

during this period in this sector was the concept of sustainable development.   

“The Brief History of a Project”205 

During the late 1980s and 1990s, the tourism industry in Guatemala was to 

undergo tremendous expansion and diversification, bringing with it many system-

wide opportunities and costs.  The scarce natural resources and the socio-cultural 

diversity that were so often credited as the root causes of the country’s civil unrest 

                                                 
204 One of the most notable projects and achievements of this period was the establishment of the 
Maya Biosphere Reserve.  For a more detailed discussion of the national and international 
environmental movement and its role in the establishment of this and other protected areas in 
Guatemala see Juanita Sundberg’s Ph.D. dissertation Conservation Encounters: NGOs, Local 
People, and Changing Cultural Landscapes (1999).  For additional material see “Identities-in-the 
making: Conservation, Gender, and Race in the Maya Biosphere Reserve, Guatemala.” Gender 
Place and Culture, 11(1) 2004; “Conservation and Democratization: Constituting Citizenship in 
the Maya Biosphere Reserve, Guatemala.” Political Geography, 22: 715-740, 2003; 
“Conservation as a Site of Democratization in Latin America: exploring the contradictions in 
Guatemala.”  The Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies 27(53): 73-103, 
2002; “NGO Landscapes: Conservation and Communities in the Maya Biosphere Reserve, Petén, 
Guatemala.” Geographical Review 88(3): 388-412, 1998.  Among the best known conservation-
tourism initiatives started at this time was the international project, La Ruta Maya. 
205 “Breve Historia de un Proyecto”, Enlance Mundo Maya.  Quarterly, No. 1, August 1992. 
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were once again reassessed by national and international governmental planners, 

members of the private sector and non-governmental organizations and assigned 

new importance as highly valued national “natural and cultural resources.”  As 

global interest in preserving the scarce and endangered resources of “developing” 

and Southern hemispheric countries increased, international planners and 

marketers began to reassess Guatemala’s strategic importance, making it a target 

member of international projects such as La Ruta Maya and the latter and much 

larger Mundo Maya.  The cumulative visibility and success of these regional 

ventures helped to re-map the nation and region and, some proponents claimed, to 

redefine not only future civil society and state relations, but the type of 

relationship mankind would have with the earth over the course of the next 

millenium.   

How regional approaches to more sustainable development helped to revive 
regional trade routes and create La Ruta Maya and the Mundo Maya 

There were numerous efforts to revive old regional trade initiatives (from 

both recent and “ancient” history) during the post war reconstruction period.  

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the Central American Common Market 

(CACM) had struggled to survive and seek positive terms under which its 

member-states could work and profit.  Guatemala had during this period been an 

advocate of the CACM and more often than not profited from the terms of trade.  

Its strong position was based upon its rich natural resources, strong agro-industry, 

high population density, and its negotiation skills.  As we may remember from 

Chapter 2, this was not necessarily a feeling shared by all CACM members.  For 

example, Honduras left the union a number of times due to unequal benefit 
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distribution.  Unlike some of its neighboring (on again, off again partner) 

countries, therefore, Guatemala continued to be a proponent of regional 

cooperation and the formal agreements by which to administer them and 

continued to optimistically speak and lobby for a future in which the Central 

American region could negotiate with the rest of the world as a socio-economic 

and political unit, for the benefit of all its members.  Indeed, Cerezo was 

throughout his administration a vocal advocate of the CACM, as were many of his 

democratically elected successors.  During the Cerezo administration, there were 

many attempts to reinvigorate the CACM.  Although there was significant 

competition among the Central American countries for international aid for post-

war reconstruction and equally compelling needs to reconstruct the countries’ 

infrastructure and social programs, there was a realization among many national 

level planners that their strongest hope lay in their ability to begin pooling the 

regions’ rich resources and finding more profitable and “sustainable” ways of 

utilizing them.  

While Central American nations worked to reorganize their national 

policies and to think about how they might work together to achieve better terms 

through a form of regional collective bargaining, the international community had 

begun talking about new ways of conceptualizing growth, which would be more 

equitable and sustainable.  In 1987 the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED) released a report entitled Our Common Future (often 

referred to as the Brundtland Report) in which it argued that “humanity has the 

ability to make development sustainable – to ensure that it meets the needs of the 
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present without compromising the capacity of future generations to satisfy theirs” 

(WCED 1987:8).  It was one of the first public documents to introduce the 

concept of sustainable development.  Since this time “sustainable development” 

has been presented within the field of international development as an 

“alternative” to previous models, in that it 1) acknowledges the 

interconnectedness of environmental, economic, social and political problems and 

solutions, 2) encourages the development of rates of growth that permit nations to 

increase the general welfare of entire populations, and 3) promote local control 

over decision making and natural resources.206 

The European public and private sector embraced the concept of 

sustainable development and began the process of identifying and supporting 

national and local initiatives in target regions and countries, such as Guatemala.  

Guatemalan activists and planners recognized this as a critical (and perhaps 

fleeting) moment of opportunity to find the political and economic backing to 

launch another of their more experimental collaborative regional multinational 

trade projects based on the revival of Maya trade routes for national and 

international tourism. 

Although the idea of reviving the ancient Maya trade routes emerged more 
than 20 years ago and while there are operators that have been working the 
circuits within this region for longer still, it wasn’t until 1986 that 

                                                 
206 International banks and organizations have appropriated the WCED’s proposed model for 
development purposes and presented it to developing nation’s governments as an opportunity to 
exercise a greater degree of agency in creating programs which will meet the needs specific to 
their own unique social and historical circumstances.  The 1990 report Our Own Agenda, 
published by the Inter-American Development Bank’s (IADB) Latin American and Caribbean 
Commission on Development and Sustainable Development and Environment, exemplifies how 
the concept of sustainable development is appropriated, re-interpreted and re-presented as an 
empowering alternative form of socio-economic change. 
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representatives of the Guatemalan, Belizian and Mexican governments 
met for the first time to develop a tourism project, then called the Ruta 
Maya.  In 1987, at a meeting in Brussels, the countries of El Salvador and 
Honduras were included in the Ruta Maya project.  In 1988, the First 
Regional Ruta Maya Meeting was held.  It was attended by representatives 
from the five countries as well as by observers from the OEA, BIA, 
SIECA and ROACAP, and by consultants from the THR firm hired to 
define the project and its commercialization strategies.  At this meeting, 
the Ruta Maya Declaration of Principles was declared.  It was stated that 
the goal of the project was to develop an integrated tourism program 
compatible with environmental conservation and sensitive to the 
protection of the cultural and historical legacy of the region (Enlance 
Mundo Maya, Quarterly, No. 1, August 1992). 

More a philosophy than a implementible master action plan, sustainable 

development was virtually unheard of in Guatemala when in October of 1989 

Wilbur Garrett, the then Editor of National Geographic used the idea and term to 

help describe The Ruta Maya, which he felt represented a bold new plan for the 

Central American region.207  In the National Geographic feature article which 

bore the name of the project, Garrett championed La Ruta Maya, describing it as 

“an ambitious regional program” in which five Middle American nations – 

Mexico, Honduras, Belize and Guatemala and El Salvador – “put aside their 

differences to collaborate” in the establishment of a project 

(d)esigned to showcase and preserve their shared cultural, historical, and 
environmental heritage.  In this realm of the ancient Maya one discovers: 

                                                 
207 Wilbur Garrett is often cited as the creator and one of the major supporters and proponents of 
The Ruta Maya initiative.  In Guatemala, as in other Latin American nations, a primary focus of 
sustainable development has been on the conservation of the nation’s “valuable natural resources.”  
Both the definition of “natural resources” and the criteria by which something is considered 
“valuable” are key to understanding the meaning of cultural and environmental conservation, and 
to understanding the objectification and commodification of Guatemala’s indigenous populations.  
The first of the sustainable programs to be introduced have included rain-forest conservation, the 
restoration of prominent archeological sites, eco-tourism, and most recently, ethno-tourism.  
Launched in October of 1989 by National Geographic editor Wilbur E. Garrett, La Ruta Maya 
grew and was transformed by national and regional planners into the Mundo Maya, what is today 
one of the most successful regional tourist development projects in the region’s history. 
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More cities than in ancient Egypt; Remote villages where traditions and 
crafts have survived for 3,000 years; Endangered tropical forests 
and…Economic and population pressures that threaten all of the above 
(Garrett 1989:242). 

 
Illustration 6.5 National Geographic Magazine Cover, La Ruta Maya issue  

 
Source: National Geographic Magazine, October 1989 176(4). 
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Illustration 6.6 La Ruta Maya: “Stepping out of time…” 

 
Text reads “Stepping out of time, a young Maya bears the classic features of his forefathers.  
Though decimated by war and disease, Maya still outnumber European descendants in much of 
their homeland.”  Photo by Kenneth Garrett (National Geographic Magazine, La Ruta Maya issue, 
October 1989, Vol. 176, No. 4, p. 425). 
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Map 6.5 Land of the Maya: A Traveler’s Map 

 
Source: La Ruta Maya Issue (Map produced by the Cartographic Division, National Geographic 
Society, National Geographic Magazine, October 1989, Vol. 176, No. 4). 
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Illustration 6.7 Cerezo and Cofradía members meet 

 
Text with photo read “To honor the Maya, Guatemalan President Vinicio Cerezo sponsored a 
meeting of his country’s cofradias, organizations that preserve Maya social and religious 
traditions.  Cofradía members from nearly every Maya village – some 5,000 people- gathered for a 
festival in Guatemala City’s central plaza.  “Today we begin to feel part of the same nation,” 
Cerezo told the Maya, who historically hold little economic or political power. ‘God did not say 
ladinos and Indians were different.’  A prime mover behind La Ruta Maya, Cerezo is the first 
Guatemalan president to meet with Maya leaders.” Source: Photo by David Alan Harvey, Ruta 
Maya Issue, National Geographic Magazine, October 1989, Vol. 176, No. 4)  
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Illustration 6.8 “Buy a piece of the Maya rain forest.  And all that lives in it.”  

 
Source: Advertisement for membership to the Nature Conservancy in National Geographic 
Magazine, La Ruta Maya Issue, October 1989, Vol. 176, No. 4. 
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While placing the sites La Ruta Maya encompassed among the world’s 

most significant cultural and natural heritage wonders, Garrett listed the numerous 

ongoing dangers that threaten the region’s already “endangered” resources and 

inhabitants.  Despite the familiar old challenges the five countries’ inhabitants, 

planners and politician’s face, the majority of which were directly connected to 

the region’s ongoing socio-political and economic conflicts and violence, La Ruta 

Maya was described as a distinctly new kind of tourism project, with a 

collaborative regional strategy, based on a new development philosophy of equity 

and sustainability.   

Rather than promoting competition among the Central American neighbor 

countries for investment and market share, La Ruta Maya initiative encouraged 

cooperation and the resolution of conflicts (such as the long-standing border 

dispute between Guatemala and Belize).  It simultaneously offered solutions to 

development and environmental problems, through a series of mechanisms that 

“would increase environmentally oriented tourism and sustainable, nondestructive 

development to provide jobs and money to help pay for preservation” (Garrett 

1989:436).   

Convinced of the viability of such a program, Garrett approached the 

leaders of the various Central American countries and expressed his support for 

the creation of the network.  Planners at INGUAT welcomed his interest and 

initiative, in no small part due to the fact that National Geographic was a highly 

successful institution with an internationally recognized brand and that the 

proposed program fit very well within their own ongoing efforts to create a 
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regional tourism system.  Following its public introduction in October of 1989 

through the National Geographic Magazine, La Ruta Maya grew and underwent a 

metamorphosis, receiving support from both the national and international private 

sector.  However, according to planners at INGUAT, over time, Garrett’s vision 

of La Ruta Maya began to differ from the vision national tourism authority 

planners were developing for the region.  Wishing to develop a program “going 

beyond archeological attractions as the key element for creating tourism routes in 

the region” (Mundo Maya Organization Nov. 2002:4), the Mesoamerican tourism 

authorities of the Central American partner nations chose to depart from the 

collaborative planning and management with Garrett of La Ruta Maya and pursue 

the establishment of a new, but in many ways very similar, tourism development 

network, which in time became known as the Mundo Maya.   
 

Illustration 6.9 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya brochure, Cover  

 
Source: INGUAT nd. 
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Illustration 6.10 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya brochure: Our 
Archaeological Heritage  

 
Source: INGUAT nd. 
 
Illustration 6.11 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya brochure: Our 
Living Maya Culture  

 
Source: INGUAT nd. 
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Illustration 6.12 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya brochure: A 
Meeting of Three Worlds  

 
Source: INGUAT nd. 
 
Illustration 6.13 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya brochure: Our 
Natural Bounty  

 
Source: INGUAT nd. 
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Map 6.6 Guatemala: Heartland of the Mundo Maya 

 
This map of the region which highlights Guatemala appeared at the back of the Heartland of the 
Mundo Maya brochure.  Source: Heartland of the Mundo Maya (brochure), INGUAT nd. 

The catalytic role Garrett and the National Geographic feature played in 

drawing international interest to the area and the notion of a thematic tourism 

route focusing on Mayan history and culture was fully acknowledged by 
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subsequent Mundo Maya Guatemala representatives.  Their parting of ways was 

always diplomatically described by Guatemalan MMO representatives not as 

being based on any kind of disagreement, but as a difference in vision, a natural 

step in the smooth process of the evolution of the Mundo Maya. 

In 1989, the articles on the Ruta Maya that were published by National 
Geographic contributed significantly to increasing international interest in 
the area.  Consequently, it was decided that the region could become a 
competitive destination at the international level.  Considering the 
diversity of attractions that the area offers, it was proposed that the name 
Ruta Maya be changed to Mundo Maya, so that all aspects of tourism in 
the region be covered (Enlance Mundo Maya, Quarterly, No. 1, August 
1992). 

The result of the separation was the creation of two successful 

conservation-oriented tourism organizations.  Under Garrett’s direction the Ruta 

Maya Conservation Foundation was formed, and in 1992, the Constitutive 

Agreement of the Mundo Maya Organization (MMO) – (Organización Mundo 

Maya – OMM) was signed.  This agreement was later ratified by the five member 

countries of Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico.  Three years 

later the MMO was registered as an international organization with the official 

mission “to promote the sustainable development of tourism in the Maya region, 

and help preserve its cultural heritage and environment for future generations” 

(Contreras 2002:1).   
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Illustration 6.14 Mundo Maya Magazine, “Discover the land of the ancient 
Maya” 

 
Source: Mundo Maya Magazine, Vol. 1, No. 2.  Winter-Spring, 1992-93, cover. 
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Illustration 6.15 Welcome to our World: Mundo Maya opens its doors  

 
Source: Mundo Maya Magazine, Vol. 1, No. 2.  Winter-Spring, 1992-93. 
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Map 6.7 Mundo Maya Magazine, Map of Guatemala 

 
Source: Mundo Maya Magazine, Vol. 1, No. 2.  Winter-Spring, 1992-93, p. 118. 
 
Map 6.8 Map of Guatemala as shown in Mundo Maya brochure 

 
Source: Mundo Maya brochure, nd. 
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Throughout the early 1990s, the MMO maintained a special representative 

within INGUAT who acted as a liaison with representatives of bureaus of the 

other member nations.  In addition to promoting the organization and program 

abroad and to attract international donor organizations, this representative worked 

with each department of INGUAT charting and integrating already existing work, 

streamlining it into the larger more cohesive national and international vision 

being developed by the MMO.  Working as a unified regional body, the Mundo 

Maya sought to work with international institutions and foundations already 

dedicated to the conservation and preservation of cultural and natural heritage.  

Although some of these organizations were based in the United States, most had 

their home offices in Europe.  The most prominent funder during this early period 

was the European Economic Community (EEC), which provided the technical 

and financial assistance for much of the early marketing materials and whose 

representatives sat on the Regional Commission and the Directive Council of the 

Mundo Maya Organization. 

As part of the marketing plan for the new Mundo Maya, in 1990 INGUAT 

made the decision to divide the country up in terms of five principal areas under 

separate thematic/conceptual headings: Guatemala Moderna y Colonial; Aventura 

en el Mundo Maya; Caribe Diferente; Pariaso Natural and el Altiplano Indígena 

Vivo (Diario de Centro America, Guatemala, Oct. 3, 1990).   
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Map 6.9 Los cinco sistemas (INGUAT) – The five systems 

 
Source: INGUAT, nd. 

According to a 1991 interview with Alberto Rivera, who was at the time 

Guatemala’s official representative to and Secretary of the OMM, the new 

program plans for the Mundo Maya sought to produce a new kind of tourism 

based on the creation of more individualized, “unique” and “authentic” 

experiences for greater numbers of wealthier tourists.  By promoting the “unique 

richness” of each area of the region, the Mundo Maya promised to increase 

tourism profits while simultaneously preserving the region’s naturally occurring 

resources (i.e., ecological, cultural, social, human).208  Highly respected by 
                                                 
208 Author’s interview with Alberto Rivera at INGUAT offices, 1991. 
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representatives of governmental entities, members of the business community, 

and international donor organizations, Rivera was described by subsequent 

planners as a “visionary” in the process of developing contemporary tourism 

related programs for Guatemala.  He was one of the few individuals working in 

the area who was able to convince members of various sectors to work together, 

and to conceptualize more integrated programs which better met the needs of 

local host communities and the environment (e.g., environmental movement).209   

The adoption of the language of the international environmental 

movement and attempts to attract a more environmentally conscious clientele to 

the region provided early proponents and planners involved in the Mundo Maya 

with a new range of ideas, atractivos, organizational and marketing strategies, and 

international support and funding base.  However, it drew the MMO partner 

countries into what was emerging as some of the international environmental 

movement’s greatest conflicts.  These conflicts were rooted in some of the widely 

differing notions related to conservation versus preservation philosophies, as well 

as the criteria and expectations of how these two environmental strategies should 

be applied to “developed” vs. “developing” nation contexts.  The desires and 

expectations placed on “developing” nations by these new more environmentally 

oriented visitors were visible from the earliest point in the creation of La Ruta 

Maya and the Mundo Maya.  In Garrett’s piece on La Ruta Maya, the good 

intentions of conservation and preservation oriented environmentalists using 

standard benchmarks such as the existence of keystone species, leads to the need 
                                                 
209 Comments made in introductions made at the 3er Congreso Nacional de Turismo: Turismo y 
la Decada de los ’90.  30 y 31 de Julio de 1992.  Hotel El Dorado, Guatemala City, Guatemala.  
Sponsored by the Camara de Turismo de Guatemala (CAMTUR). 

 472



for a region to conform to international standards such as that of UNESCO, and 

ends with “developing” countries serving as the parks, living museums and zoos 

of the future. 

In Belize, a devout birder said that if that nearly extinct eagle, largest in 
the world, survives in Belize the whole country should be made into a 
park.  After months of traveling La Ruta Maya, I now know that the whole 
region should conform to the UNESCO biosphere reserve rules – selected 
areas preserved intact and the rest managed on a sustainable basis.  
Generations to come shouldn’t have to visit museums and zoos to learn 
about this amazing Mayan world that residents and visitors alike now take 
for granted (Garrett 1989:478). 

Attracted by the early promises of international support (financial, legal, 

administrative) policymakers, planners and leaders of national non-governmental 

organizations ventured onto the terrain of international-national, private-public 

partnerships.  Many quickly sank into the quicksand of international expectations 

and compliance with international standards, which left “residents” often asking 

questions regarding ‘who does the selecting’ and ‘what happens to those who 

already inhabit those selected areas’.  These were the very debates that dominated 

the international meetings and agreements on the environment throughout the 

decade.  While “first world” nations argued for more stringent preservation and 

conservation oriented legislation and standards, “third world” nations held firm 

that they could not, without adequate compensation, afford to comply with such 

measures due to the socio-economic needs of their human populations.   

By 1992, promoters of the Mundo Maya were already accustomed to 

addressing critiques from potential international funders and clients of their 

marketing and commoditization of “the incredible diversity of landscapes and 

cultures” (what they considered their “natural and cultural resources”) and 
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unapologetically defended their need to market “the natural wealth of the area.”  

Indeed their managed use position was held and presented as one of the central 

defining element of the Mundo Maya.  In addition to helping to define its 

“character”, it provided the basis of what its advocates –“Mundomayistas”- hoped 

would become a new “cultural movement” (made up of producers, consumers, 

developers and natural and cultural heritage conservationists/preservationist) 

which would combine economic growth with social equity. 

Promoting the Mundo Maya Character 

The belt of land that joins North and South America is one of the most 
exquisite areas on the planet.  Here, nature and history have combined to 
form a universe of attractions that has its own distinct personality.  The 
area is known as MUNDO MAYA (Maya World) and it incorporates the 
five nations of Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras and El Salvador.  
The Maya World, which boasts one of the world’s few remaining 
environmental “lungs” is possessed of an incredible diversity of 
landscapes and cultures.  Indeed, it is impossible to travel through the 
region without stumbling upon the secrets of ancient civilization and 
culture.  Given the natural wealth of the area, the radical conservationist 
may well be tempted to fence off the region so that it remains untouched 
by economic necessity.  But that is an impractical solution for those of us 
who live in the Maya World – we cannot afford to make a jail out of our 
privileged land.  What we can do is reap the benefits of our land in a 
manner that is compatible with the conservation of its natural resources.  
By consolidating the region under the umbrella of environmentally-
friendly tourism, we can accomplish just that.  Nevertheless, we are 
speaking in terms of an ideal.  To develop a massive tourism project that 
enriches the experience of both local people and foreigners requires a 
cultural movement of magnitude.  Those of us who share this idea and 
who are working toward its fulfillment, are known as “Mundomayistas.”  
Today, we possess a program and an organization and we are confident 
that there are many more people who share our ideals and who want to 
become involved (Editorial, Enlace Mundo Maya, Quarterly, No. 1, 
August 1992:4).  
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Illustration 6.16 Mundo Maya Magazine, Cover, “The Modern-day 
Maya”/“Discover the world of the ancient Maya”   

 
Source: Mundo Maya Magazine, Vol. 2, No. 1, Summer-Fall 1993, cover. 
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Illustration 6.17a “Ecos del Pasado: Los Mayas de Hoy”   

 
Source: Mundo Maya Magazine. Vol. 2, No. 1, Summer-Fall 1993. 
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Illustration 6.17b “The Modern-day Maya”/“Discover the world of the 
ancient Maya”  

 
Source:  Vol. 2, No. 1, Summer-Fall 1993. 
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Proponents of the Mundo Maya felt that in order to help create a “cultural 

movement of magnitude” they would need a multi-national, multi-sectoral 

organization that actively encouraged the participation of the public and private 

sectors of all member countries.  The Directive Council of the Mundo Maya 

Organization during the early 1990s was structured in a representative fashion to 

reflect the strong alliance they hoped to forge between government and business: 

a representative of the government and of the private sector from each of the five 

member nations, who collaborated with administrators of the MMO and project 

managers from international donor agencies such as the European Economic 

Community.210  The Regional Commission of the Mundo Maya Organization was 

comprised of the national/governmental tourism agencies of the respective 

countries, the MMO Executive Secretariat and representatives of the European 

Economic Community211 (Mundo Maya, Secretaria Ejecutiva Mundo Maya 

                                                 
210 Representatives for the Official Sector to the Directive Council of the Mundo Maya 
Organization in 1992-93 included Rodolfo Lobato Gonzalez (Mexico, Presidente Masaryk), Mario 
Ernesto Diaz (El Salvador, Instituto Salvadoreño de Turismo), Mark Espat (Belize, Ministry of 
Tourism and the Environment), Ricardo Martinez (Honduras, Centro Anacaste), Belia Noguera de 
Contreras (Guatemala, INGUAT).  Representatives of the Private Sector to the Directive Council 
of the Mundo Maya Organization at the time included Mayra Murillo (Honduras, Hotel Copantl), 
Raul Salvador Soler Nuila (El Salvador), Janet Finlayson (Belize, Belize Tourism Industry 
Association – BTIA), Jose Elias Selem (Mexico, Hotel Ramada Campeche), Alfredo Stephenson 
(Guatemala, Director of CAMTUR).  They collaborated with Jose Roberto Godoy and Alejandrina 
de Pacheco (Organización Mundo Maya), Beatriz Colmenares (INGUAT) and Manuel Docavo 
(Co-director of the Technical Assistance Office of the European Economic Community) (Mundo 
Maya, Secretaria Ejecutiva Mundo Maya Boletin Informativo, No. 4, Abril 93/Mayo 93). 
211 Members of the Regional Commission of the Mundo Maya Organization included Claudia 
Arenas Bianchi (President of the Regional Commission, Director of INGUAT, Guatemala), Pedro 
Joaquin Coldwell (Tourism Secretary, Mexico), Carlos Mirlemann (President, El Salvador 
Tourism Institute, El Salvador), Maria Antonieta de Bogran (Director, Honduras Tourism 
Institute, Honduras), Glen Godfrey (Tourism Minister, Belize, Ministry of Tourism and the 
Environment, Belize), Jose Roberto Godoy (Executive Secretary, MMO, Guatemala), Simon Le 
Naëlou (In Charge of the Technical Unit for Latin America, EEC, Brussels, Belgium), Violaine 
Remacle (EEC, Brussels, Belgium), Manuel Docavo Alberti (Co-director of the Technical 
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Boletin Informativo, No. 4, Abril 93/Mayo 93.).  Figuring out how to make this 

formula and structure for more sustainable development function smoothly and 

how to maintain some modicum of balance between the various sectors and the 

powerful national and international interests involved was the job of the 

individuals who planned and implemented the programs, to whom Part II of this 

chapter is dedicated. 

 

Part II: Creating an Alternative Maya World 

OLD TRENDS AND NEW MARKETS 

Aware of the critique of the unsustainability of conventional tourism 

development projects and attuned to the changing desires of the international 

tourism market, INGUAT and Mundo Maya planners in the late 1980s and early 

1990s post-Violence period sought to create more authentic representations of 

indigenous populations and diversify the imagery and atractivos used to draw 

international tourists to the country and region.  Recognizing that in order to 

remain competitive on the international market there must be a change in the way 

tourism is planned, promoted, practiced and perceived, these new images were 

ones marketers predicted would appeal to today’s “New Tourist.”  These changes 

came at a time when national planners were attempting to reorient the market to a 

                                                                                                                                     
Assistance Office of the EEC, Guatemala City, Guatemala). Mundo Maya, Secretaria Ejecutiva 
Mundo Maya Boletin Informativo, No. 4, Abril 93/Mayo 93). 
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higher income clientele and prepare the country for what would soon become one 

of its highest earning industries.  

Although the official incentive for such changes was the international 

market, many Guatemalan planners at INGUAT and the Mundo Maya saw this as 

an opportunity to rectify past sociopolitical errors by changing images of the 

indigenous populations and the structures of benefit distribution from the top-

down.212  However, with memories of ethnic violence still fresh in Guatemalan 

public and private consciousness and the nation’s political future uncertain, 

planners maintained that to be lasting such changes must be gradual and 

undetectable.  Moreover, they must fit within and adopt the language of the 

accepted development paradigms of the time, the most influential of which was 

the emerging concept of sustainability.   

More than a new coat of paint: Reassessing national history and resources, 
what they mean, and how they are valued 

We stood out on the second story veranda of the old inn one evening in 

August of 1993 watching the thick dark clouds blow in off the Caribbean coast 

and inland across the Bay of Amatique, hitting Livingston and Puerto Barrios 

both with equal force.  It was one of those unforgettable force-of-nature moments, 

when you realize where you stand vis à vis the natural elements.  We (myself and 

the two graduate student researchers I was travelling with that summer, Jason 

Burtner, a conservation biologist, and Juanita Sundberg, a social geographer), 
                                                 
212 As discussed in the final section of Chapter 5, the images development workers and 
institutions (whether national or international) held of indigenous highland 
populations/communities during this post-conflict period were highly influenced by transition era 
national discourses of democratization, reconstruction, development (which was often used 
interchangeably with growth), and participation.   
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knew that we only had a few more moments before we had to flee inside for 

cover, but mesmerized, we lingered on outside, watching.  Gust after gust of hot 

air swept in, blowing the shuttered doors and windows of the rooms behind us 

wide open, while huge bolts of lightning shot across the sky, touching down on 

some distant spot out on the ocean.  Then the strange and unforgettable sound of 

the crack and boom of thunder over open water seemed to shoot through the air 

towards us and hit us, making us all jump and scream, a warning before sheets of 

ran began to pelt us, driving us at last indoors.   

Juan Pablo Vidaurre, the sector chief of Patrimonio Natural within 

INGUAT’s planning department, committed to promoting more “sustainable” 

environmental oriented practices within the Commission and the industry, had 

over the previous year and a half met with me numerous time to talk about 

various projects and plans being proposed.  After a couple of months of 

preparation, which included negotiations with his supervisors, in 1993 he was 

given leave to accompany us to (in reality, to guide us through) some of the 

numerous sites that spanned from Guatemala City to the Eastern seaboard, in 

order to help us with our research on the nation’s growing network of biosphere 

and biotope reserves and the supporting tourism infrastructure being developed.  

He had wanted us to see this place: one of the old buildings from the Eastern 

seaboard heydays of plantation and fruit export that had been fixed up, given a 

new coat of paint and converted into an inn.  It was, despite its years of hard 

living, still a spectacular old wooden building with multiple stories of wrap-
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around verandas facing the ocean, high ceilings, and huge common area and 

dining rooms, that did not need a tropical night storm to seem dramatic.   

Far from the five star hotels with swimming pools and air conditioning 

that many developers envisioned, this was an alternative vision of the Caribbean 

Coast which INGUAT planners such as Juan Pablo had been working to promote.  

It was part of their broader effort to develop “unique sites and experiences” within 

Guatemala through the restoration of existing architectural landmarks such as this 

one, which would save old buildings from demolition and educate the visitor 

about local and regional history, while exposing them in a “less mediated” way to 

some of the region’s natural environs.  This particular spot, he explained the next 

morning at breakfast, appealed to a kind of early 20th century nostalgia for the 

sea-faring tropics, when the United Fruit Company ran, along with bananas, 

tourist cruises on its Greet White Fleet to and from New York.   
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Illustration 6.20a and 6.20b Great White Fleet to Guatemala from New York  

 
 

 
Source: United Fruit Company brochure, 1950. 

Looking around the bright open dining room with large fans gently 

circling and open windows looking out onto flowering gardens outside, 

everything cool and clean after the night’s tempestuous deluge, Juan Pablo, in his 

highly organized but understated way, began to explain how places such as this 

and their history and aesthetic, fit into INGUAT’s vision of a new kind of 
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tourism.  Rather than a centralized, concentrated approach to tourism 

development which would require a great deal of investment capital and 

oversight, something the Guatemalan Government and the Tourism Commission 

simply did not have at their disposal, INGUAT was now seeking to support and 

promote more local initiatives to conserve and preserve historical and natural sites 

throughout the country, which would provide stopping points along numerous 

linear or circular routes throughout the country.   

Hours later as we headed up the Rio Dulce inland towards the main body 

of Lake Izabal in a small boat, Juan Pablo went on to explain how these new 

routes, like the destinations and sites along the way, need not be those great 

archeological or cultural icons traditionally envisioned – such as those of the 

Central Highlands (Lake Atitlán) or in the Petén (Tikal) - but involved many new 

relatively uncharted and unknown regions, such as the one we were entering now.   

Illustration 6.21 Rio Dulce, Izabal 
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As the river widened ahead of us, small islands covered with trees, each one of 

which was encrusted with hundreds of white birds, resting from their migratory 

journeys, came into view. 
 
Illustration 6.22a and 6.22b Migrating egrets resting and the banks of the 
Rio Dulce, Izabal 

 
 

 
As one travels down the river looking to the left you can see island outcrops on which migrating 
egrets rest, while to the right the thick tree covered banks of Rio Dulce.   
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Farther along, out of the thick green wall of trees that lined the riverbanks, 

stood a dock.  As we pulled up to the side and walked up the wooden planks, in 

front of us rose a multi-story wooden structure, a cross-between the Swiss Family 

Robinson tree house and a chalet, without the walls.  We walked up and were 

greeted by one of the guardians, who asked if we had reservations.  This was, 

Juan Pablo explained, one of the many new bed-and-breakfasts in the area, which 

catered to high-end “off the beaten path” tourists.  The bedroom, which took up 

nearly the entire upper floor, had a huge bed, a canopy of white gauze mosquito 

netting underneath its palm thatched roof and virtually no walls, allowing one to 

look out one side on the river and on the others into the jungle canopy 

surrounding it.  One felt slightly voyeuristic (and as a longtime sleepwalker I felt 

a strong sense of vertigo) even looking at it.  Sensing our confusion regarding the 

layout, the guardian assured us there was never a problem in terms of privacy, as 

there were no other residents in the area, the only way in and out was by boat, and 

only one set of clients were ever booked at a time.   
 
Illustration 6.23a, 6.23b, and 6.23c  Smaller, low-impact hotels  

 
These three photos show examples of another of the many smaller, low-impact hotels being 
developed along river ways and lakefronts along the eastern seaboard and throughout the Petén. 
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We moved down the river further to visit one of Izabal's protected areas, 

designated for the preservation of the mangroves and the manatee.  The Chacón 

Machacas Biotope, as it was called, is a tropical jungle area and includes parts of 

Lake Izabal, the Rio Dulce, and the Bay of Amatique, and serves as a nature 

preserve, a research station for conservation biology studies and a tourist 

interpretation center, the latter helping to fund the two former.   
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Illustration 6.24 Freshwater and saltwater tides meet in Rio Dulce, Izabal  

 
The freshwater and saltwater currents make this area a particularly biologically rich and important 
zone for research and conservation. 
 
Illustration 6.25 “Protejamos Nuestra Naturaleza”  

 
Billboard seen earlier along the highway leading into Izabal, featuring the manatee, a reference to 
the Chacón Machacas Biotope. 
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Illustration 6.26 “Reforestando Para El Progreso” 

 
Another billboard along one of the main highways on that same trip promoted “Reforestation for 
progress.”  It was sponsored by a cement company and located in front of a processing site.  

Government employees, together with university-affiliated researchers man the 

station most of the time, acting as guides to groups of passing visitors.  Carved 

into the jungle were several paths which allowed short inland excursions to look 

at the forest canopy, a number of spectacular trees and flowers, and some of the 

areas’ more human-tolerant fauna.   
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Illustration 6.27 Leaf cutting ants, Chacón Machacas Biotope, Rio Dulce, 
Izabal 

 
These tiny insects work in huge well-organized groups and networks to complete what seem 
impossibly large tasks, transforming entire areas of the forest and acting as one of the less visible 
forces living off and sustaining the bio-system.  “They are small, but you have to be careful not to 
get in their way”, warned the field worker showing us around the site, “or they will see you as an 
intruder, swarm, and bite.”  Laughing, the worker added, “We can learn a lot from them.” 
 
Illustration 6.28 Ants climbing moss covered tree in Chacón Machaca 
Biotope, Rio Dulce, Izabal 
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Although few tourists visited these areas as of yet in comparison to the 

numbers that pass through protected areas such as Lake Atitlán in Sololá and the 

Maya Biosphere Reserve in the Petén, explained Juan Pablo, this and the other 

sites in Izabal such as Cerro San Gil (wildlife sanctuary), Bocas del Polochic 

(freshwater wetlands) and the Punta de Manabique Biotope (marine resource), 

served a vital protection purpose, which had long been overlooked by Guatemalan 

conservationists and preservationists and by the tourism industry which had in the 

past focused on the Central and Western Highlands and the Petén.  Rather than 

preservation/conservation and tourism being at odds with one another, Juan Pablo 

explained, it was critical that planners use the one to argue for the importance and 

fund the other (i.e., use tourism’s rich promotion and education potential to meet 

conservation and preservation’s needs, and visa versa).  Conservation and 

preservation could improve tourism, providing important information about the 

surroundings individuals are visiting.  This was particularly important in a more 

competitive market of more sophisticated and educated high-end tourists, who 

demanded to know more about their surroundings.  As we headed back and I 

realized that, as was the case on our way out that morning, we were the only non-

locals on the river, I ask “And if the tourists never arrive?”  Juan Pablo smiles and 

looks out at the river, “Well then, nothing has been lost.  This has provided 

Guatemalan and international researchers with a stable field base, the manatees a 

place to live, and the birds a resting stop.  That has to be worth something.” 
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Crisis and reform: learning the language of sustainability and how to work 
within capitalism’s contradictions  

The concept of sustainable development first appeared within the field of 

development in the early 1970s.  Since that time it has been adopted by policy 

makers and practitioners interested in new ways of conceptualizing and 

approaching problems of “development and underdevelopment” within the 

context of “Third Word” nations.  Through much debate, attempted applications, 

and subsequent evaluations, certain ideas of what constitutes sustainable 

development have evolved. 

The emergence of a more peaceful & sustainable alternative: the international 
debate over the future, development, and the possibility of global equity 

Of those early theorists and practitioners who were familiar with 

sustainable development there were many, such as Michael Redclift, who viewed 

it as a concept riddled with contradictions so great that already by the late 1980s it 

“…is in danger of being yet another discarded development theory” (Redclift 

1987:36).213  Aware of the contradictions and the potential unforeseen 

consequences of sustainable development projects, there were many others who 

during the 1980s and 1990s saw it as a timely and “empowering” alternative to 

previous models, one which might help in creating the tools for achieving longer-

term socio-economic and ecological equity and peace worldwide. 

                                                 
213 For further discussions on this subject see David Goodman and Michael Redclift (eds.) 
subsequent work (1991) Environment and development in Latin America: the politics of 
sustainability (Manchester: Manchester University Press) and Michael Redclift and Colin Sage’s 
(eds.) 1994 book Strategies for sustainable development: local agendas for the South (New York: 
J. Wiley and Sons). 

 492



With the end of the Cold War and the fading of ideological barriers, an 
opportunity has opened to build a new world upon the foundations of 
peace.  A sustainable economy represents nothing less than a higher social 
order – one as concerned with future generations as with our own, and 
more focused on the health of the planet and the poor than on material 
acquisitions and military might.  Although it is a fundamentally new 
endeavor, with many uncertainties, it is far less risky than continuing with 
business as usual (Brown et al. 1991:97). 

The ideas which formed the core of sustainable development thinking 

emerged at a time during which there was increasing disillusionment and 

dissatisfaction with modernization and dependency models.  Originating in the 

post World War II era, both modernization and dependency theory models were 

founded on a view of progress based on the increased availability and 

consumption of goods generated by economic growth.  Economic growth, it was 

assumed, would improve people’s everyday lives, thereby bringing about 

development.  Underneath this basic assumption was, however, an even greater 

one, that is that the quality of life in areas where economic growth and higher 

levels of consumption had been achieved was indeed superior.   

Although perceived as existing in direct opposition to one another, 

dependency theory, like modernization theory, assumed that economic 

development (i.e., to become “developed”) through economic growth was a 

universal value to which all peoples aspired.  The potential for such growth was 

and still is based on the belief in the limitless availability of resources and the 

faith that modern science and technology can ultimately remedy scarcity.  For 

Marxists, the threat of scarcity, like the threat of overpopulation, was seen as little 

more than a device used by capitalists to control resource exploitation, commodity 

prices and the cost of labor (O’Riordan 1981:47). 
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The introduction of the notion of sustainability in the early 1970s 

represented a challenge to these two existing schools of development.  Prompted 

by the growing dissatisfaction among environmentalists with the way human 

impact upon the environment was being dealt with both conceptually and 

practically, a number of public forums were held to address the environment and 

development question.  The first of these was The United Nations Conference on 

the Human Environment, convened in 1972.  In addition to representing the first 

comprehensive and global effort to deal with environmental problems (Strong 

1973:9)- the governments of some 110 nations participated- this conference was 

one of the first international public forums in which the earliest precursors to the 

ideas inherent in sustainable development were seen and the first time a major 

organization challenged the value of economic growth as a vehicle for socio-

economic development.  Countering these challenges to the established man, 

nature and development paradigm were arguments which revalidated growth 

oriented approaches, based on the endless possibilities of science, technology and 

human ingenuity (Zucherman in Strong, 1973:140).  Indeed, it was suggested, that 

man, nature, and development could not be fully realized until the possibilities of 

science and technology were fully realized (Dubos and Strong 1973:40). 

“Ecodevelopment,” a term coined in 1973 to describe a more 

environmentally conscious form of development called for at the UN conference 

(Glaeser 1984:11), evolved into a comprehensive approach towards development 

which pursued economic development while simultaneously acknowledging 

material resource limits (the notion of scarcity and resource availability) and the 
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cultural and historical specificity of the subjects involved.  In so doing, it sought 

to 

pursue economic development that relies for the most part on indigenous 
human and natural resources and strives to satisfy the needs of the 
population, most of all the basic needs of the poor…Ecodevelopment 
embraces the rational use of raw materials [and]…environmental 
compatibility,…the application of appropriate technology, and the use of 
social and political forms of organization that take the existing ecosystem 
and local culture-specific patters into account (Glaeser 1984:11-12). 

The basic tenets of ecodevelopment –local, self-reliant, environmentally 

sensitive, self-defined development- became the building blocks upon which the 

sustainable development school was built.  Unlike its predecessors, sustainable 

development as outlined by its early proponents (WCED 1987) did not presume 

that development necessitates limitless growth or that technology could solve all 

growth-related environmental problems.  Rather it sought to redefine the 

development project by addressing not just short-term economic and political 

problems but long-term cultural, environmental and philosophical aspects of 

development. 

In his book Is Capitalism Sustainable? Martin O’Connor (1994) argued 

that if not for the low level crisis that the capitalist system was experiencing and 

the acceptance of reformist measures such as those suggested in sustainability, the 

survival of capitalism as a viable socio-economic system might truly be 

threatened.  Therefore it was ironic that it was sustainability, initially presented as 

a radical challenge to and critique of capitalism, that had turned out to be the 

capitalist system’s salvation, slowing growth and altering processes of resource 
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exploitation (accumulation, processing and consumption) so that the system might 

function with less waste. 

If the current crisis in capitalism was indeed a crisis in the conditions of 

production, O’Connor questioned: how then do we discuss the differential 

between its applications and ramifications for different nations, regions, and 

populations?  Of particular interest were its differential applications and 

ramifications for the North vs. for the South.  Applications and ramifications for 

the North were quite clear.  They have entailed slowing 

“developed”/”industrialized” nations’ rate of natural resource exploitation through 

more tightly enforced environmental restrictions on industry, shifting 

consumption patterns toward more “green consumer” items and expanding their 

resource base by tapping into internationally held common goods.  For the South 

however, where the crisis of the conditions of production was considered to be 

particularly severe –accounting for the predominance of the discourse on 

sustainable development there- the applications and ramifications of sustainability 

were much more complex.  Pressure by industrialized nations to preserve their 

common goods for international welfare, as raised at the 1992 United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro at the Rio Earth 

Summit (Council of Foreign Relations 1992), and the technologies of regulation 

and surveillance implemented to ensure their compliance (US bank’s debt-for-

nature and education swaps) turned negotiations of sustainability into “an 

ideological and political battleground of growing importance” (O’Connor 

1994:170). 
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Sustainable ethno- and eco-tourism: questioning and encouraging the 
development of a miracle industry 

Lacking a unified strategy and a common interest, in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s actors in the varied fields of development in countries such as 

Guatemala began adopting the term sustainable development, ascribing it a 

different meaning and employing it to meet radically different goals.  It was this 

variety of meanings (the particular ways in which it was used by different 

individuals working within different positions in different institutions), the way 

institutions and individuals involved in the Guatemalan tourism industry 

employed it (strategies) and to what ends (intentions) which I wish to explore in 

these final pages.  I will begin with a brief discussion of why many have chosen 

to work on tourism as a means of developing the country, rather than more 

traditional forms of development, such as foreign investment and industrial 

development. 

As in other “Third World” nations, tourism in Guatemala has been  

promoted as a miracle industry, one which can diversify the economy and turn the 

nation’s cultural and natural resources into marketable attractions for tourists from 

wealthier countries.  As a service industry, tourism has been lauded as having 

relatively little negative impact on the environment (particularly when compared 

with more modernist industrialization approaches) while still fostering economic 

growth and the development/modernization of the nation’s infrastructure.  In 

addition to being seen as a low impact, high revenue industry, it is often argued 

that tourism is a more democratic and socially equitable form of development in 

that it stimulates the economy from the bottom-up, by directly offering entry level 
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service sector positions (often unskilled labor positions) to the working class of 

the nation’s population and creating a market for supporting services, hence 

indirectly stimulating the creation of growth and small-scale entrepreneurial 

businesses. 

Aware of the problematic consequences (environmental, economic and, 

not least, social) of unrestricted, large-scale resort-style developments such as the 

Mexican cases of Cancún and Hualtuco, Guatemala’s contemporary project 

planners within both the public and private sector were critically re-evaluating 

past modernization models and beginning to design and promote more small-

scale, low-impact projects, many of which involved both the traditional object of 

entho-tourism (rural indigenous communities) and the newly popular object of 

eco-tourism (nature).  The term ethno-tourism refers to tourism in which local 

people and their culture are promoted and become the centerpiece rather than the 

backdrop to the tourist’s experience.  Eco-tourism is “…purposeful travel to 

natural areas to undertake the cultural and natural history of the environment, 

taking care not to alter the integrity of the ecosystem while producing economic 

opportunities that make the conservation of natural resources beneficial to local 

citizens” (Wood 1991). 

Like earlier models, these newer more sustainable ethno- and eco-tourism 

models sought to increase revenues.  The difference is that they wished to do it 

while simultaneously preserving “natural resource” (i.e., “human,” “cultural”, 

“natural”) and better distributing the benefits accrued (i.e., revenues, access to 

improved infrastructure, credit and positions with improved income generating 
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opportunities and socio-political status).  With the “potential to maximize 

economic benefits and minimize environmental costs” (Whelan 1991) sustainable 

ethno- and eco-tourism, in theory, were believed to hold the possibility of positive 

socioeconomic development and cultural and environmental protection.  Many 

however doubted that the impact of such new practices (and the projects that were 

created to facilitate them) would be benign, much less beneficial.   

Placing their analysis of tourism within an export-import framework 

wherein developing nations package and export their cultural and natural 

resources for consumption by foreign tourists, many critics familiar with 

international ethno- and eco-tourism questioned the short, medium and long-term 

impact these “new” more “sustainable” projects would have, in practice, on local 

communities and the environment.  Many were convinced that the inequity 

between hosts and guests, such as that described nearly a decade and a half earlier 

by Dennison Nash (1977) and many of his dependency theory era contemporaries, 

would not decrease over time, but, more likely than not, continue to be 

reproduced.  Nash and his contemporaries had viewed tourism as creating a 

dependency style relationship in which the members, usually the poorer and more 

marginalized sectors, of developing nations were forced to meet the desires of 

relatively wealthier foreigners (e.g., sale or appropriation of prime land and assets 

to developers and foreigners, the transformation of local populations into a 

working underclass, etc.).  With so few action plans for more sustainable 

initiatives in place during the late 1980s, critics were wary of new plans and 

planners working at the national and local institution level and were unclear of 
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what such “new” “sustainable” tourism “alternatives” should look like.  

Encouraged by international policymakers, the promise of international funding, 

and the possibility of being able to create economically viable projects that might 

also provide solutions to persistent environmental, social and political problems, 

those working in the private and public sector of Guatemala’s tourism industry 

worked to find ways of applying the new concept and guidelines to their regional, 

national and local realities.  It was not long before the first results were visible. 

Creating consumer alternatives for the “New Tourist” through restoration, 
revitalization, conservation, and preservation 

Guns have metamorphosed into cameras in this earnest comedy, the 
ecology safari, because nature has ceased to be what it had always been-
what people needed protection from.  Now nature-tamed, endangered, 
mortal-needs to be protected from people.  When we are afraid, we shoot.  
But when we are nostalgic, we take pictures (Sontag 1977:15). 

By the late 1980s the Guatemalan tourism industry had begun to show 

signs of change, adapting existing standard travel packages to “alternative” or 

what would soon become known within the literature and industry as “New 

Tourism” for the “New Tourist”, the international tourism industry’s response to 

the recent growing consumer consciousness about the world’s social and 

environmental problems.  These new practices and social identifications emerged 

within a national context of significantly more peaceful civil society-state 

relations, in which the Guatemalan State sought to foster policies and 

relationships that, at least officially, adopted the language and gestures commonly 

associated with democratization, which stressed, among other attributes, peaceful 

coexistence, tolerance, mutual respect, participation and increased equity. 
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The influence of the war, the violence and increased level of socio-

economic inequity in Guatemala, melded with the elements of the international 

discourse of sustainability which focused on the problems and concerns/fears 

related to natural and manmade disasters, which included species extinction, 

scarcity and the need to conserve and preserve what remained for future 

generations.  Indeed, the notion of conserving and preserving what had survived 

seemed particularly appropriate to many Guatemalans who at the time were 

assessing the damage wrought by three decades of war and attempting to 

reconstruct their country and their lives.  What emerged from the private and 

public sector were alternative packages that took the form of highly localized, 

low-impact “soft-foot”, ethno- and eco-tourism projects which focused on 

archeological restoration, cultural revitalization, and environmental conservation 

and preservation, such as La Ruta Maya and the Mundo Maya.214   

In many ways, these two projects sought to challenge previous notions and 

patterns of elite leisure consumption, requesting from visitors greater levels of 

respect for, and decreased impact on, the “host” society.  They sought to educate 

their “more sophisticated” international visitors about the importance of the 

                                                 
214 Although planners working within the Guatemalan tourism industry viewed La Ruta Maya and 
the Mundo Maya as opportunities to promote elite, high-end tourism, the concepts, sites and 
infrastructure developed for the projects was quickly adopted by promoters of more “economical” 
travel.  One of the central target markets for such promoters was young international backpackers, 
already one of the strongest traditional markets within Guatemalan tourism, and one which 
planners felt contributed relatively little to the national economy.  Considerable private sector 
promotions catering to what was considered the low-end backpacker market emerged around the 
two programs, beginning in the early 1990s and continuing to the present.  La Ruta Maya: Belize, 
Yucatán, Guatemala.  “Scale an ancient pyramid…Peer into a freshly excavated crypt…Sleep in a 
hammock…Scuba dive along a 150-mile long barrier reef…Swim with dolphins…Experience the 
Ruta Maya” (Lonely Planet, video Produced by Pilot Productions). 
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region, its inhabitants, and their histories and engage these more global guests in 

local inhabitants’ current struggles for future survival.   
 
Map 6.10 Pictorial map: Republic of Guatemala  

 
This “pictorial map” embodies many of the images commonly produced in earlier tourism 
promotions (ranging from great white hunters in pith helmets shooting jaguars in the jungle to 
campesinos foolishly cutting off the limbs of the tree they are sitting on).  Projects such as La Ruta 
Maya and the Mundo Maya sought to problematize many of these more unsettling stereotypes, 
while actively adopting others (i.e., archeological exploration, glyph decipherment, marimba 
playing indigenous peoples, and nature) .  Source: Pan American Hotel n.d. 

In one of the first issues of the Mundo Maya Magazine (Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter-

Spring 1992-3), readers were introduced to the project and concept of the “Maya 

World” through a six page narrative sequence which embedded lines from the 

historical cosmological/religious texts of the Quiché within background graphics 

featuring high-tech satellite images of the earth and Central America viewed from 

space.  Moving from the universal, to the global, and onto the regional, in the 

final two pages of the sequence, the reader is welcomed into the Maya World.  

Through the dynamism of a culture (defined as behaviors and practices) that 

continue to thrive, the past and present are connected.  The authors further reject 
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the notion that culture, in this case Maya culture, is a static material object or 

artifact that is confined within the institutional boundaries of a museum building, 

in favor of an interpretation that culture is a series of ongoing practices that 

simultaneously live in and define the practitioners’ world. 

In the beginning there were no people, no animals, no trees, no stones, 
there was nothing.  All was desolation and emptiness (Mundo Maya 
Magazine (Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter-Spring 1992-3:1-2). 

In the silence of the mist lived the Gods called Tepeu, Gucumatz and 
Hurakan, names that guard the secrets of creation, of life, death, of the 
earth and of the beings that inhabit it…The Gods conferred and agreed on 
what was to be done…and light was created in the heart of the void.  “The 
Popol Vuh” Sacred Book of the Quiché Maya.  Discovered at the 
beginning of the 18th Century (Mundo Maya Magazine (Vol. 1, No. 2, 
Winter-Spring 1992-3:3-4). 

 

Welcome to our World 

Mundo Maya opens its doors 

The exotic land that was home to one of the world’s most powerful and 
mysterious ancient civilizations, is now home to the world’s newest and 
most exciting tourism project. 

The project, known as Mundo Maya (Maya World), incorporates five 
countries and five Mexican states.  It calls for the celebration of a 2,000-
year-old-culture, the preservation of some of the world’s most exotic 
landscapes and the promotion of international cultural exchange. 

The Maya World is just that – the entire world once populated by the 
ancient Maya.  It includes the countries of Belize, Guatemala, western 
Honduras and El Salvador, as well as the five Mexican states of Quintana 
Roo, Tabasco, Campeche, Chiapas and Yucatan.  Its breathtaking 
landscapes gave birth to a powerful civilization that flourished while 
Europe floundered in the Dark Ages.  Today, the massive temples and 
ceremonial centers built by these ancient people form impressive 
archeological parks.  But the Maya culture does not belong in a museum – 
it lives and breathes in the people who populate the Maya World today 
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and who adhere to ancient customs through their art, religion and 
agriculture. 

The world of the Maya has many faces.  Steaming tropical jungles, gently-
sloping farmlands and harsh savanna flatlands are as much a part of its 
character as are towering mountain ranges, soaring volcanic peaks, and 
sun-kissed Caribbean beaches.  It is a utopia for divers, a haven for 
adventure travellers and a fertile source of ecological and archeological 
diversity for historians and ecologists.  Prodigious Mayan ruins grace its 
shores and jungles and ultramodern resorts exist in harmony with tiny 
indigenous villages. 

Come explore the Maya World and find out why the legend still lives 
(Mundo Maya Magazine, Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter-Spring 1992-3:5-6). 

In some cases, the Ruta Maya and Mundo Maya projects offered visitors 

the opportunity to leave their more passive, viewer roles and become more active 

participants in these efforts, more often than not through financial support for this 

work, now and in the future.  There was a certain optimistic, almost millenarian 

quality to the early discussions and narratives surrounding these projects -of a 

new era emerging, an age-old destiny being fulfilled and the creation of a global 

community that would support increased equity in a more peaceful era.  However, 

there was also a dark, foreboding, and highly voyeuristic and slightly morbid 

quality to them, of rushing to look at the last of a surviving, almost extinct and 

forever lost cultural and/or natural “treasure.” 

The same familiar extremes of the conflicting character of living beauty 

and near, but not complete loss and tragedy again emerged, with the same 

compelling immediacy as discussed earlier in Chapter 2.  Within capitalist 

Western (and highly Western influenced) societies, saturated with mass 

(over)production, replicas and repetition, the opportunity to see the last remnant 
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of something, be it an aspect of nature or culture, was a highly effective lure that 

within it had important spatial and temporal components which served to draw 

new potential first-time visitors in.  Only in this place did this thing exist, and 

there was no guarantee that it would exist for much longer.  Hence the need to 

visit now.  For example, for a price, tourists could be one of the few/last to see the 

endangered jaguar or “colorful and threatened” quetzal bird and to photograph 

some of the seldom seen and increasingly rare ritual practices of the highland 

Maya.   

While such techniques proved to be effective in capturing the attention of 

the potential first-time visitor, it was the optimism instilled by the conservation 

and democratization elements of the narratives that tourism promoters hoped 

would keep Western consumers engaged with the area, increasing the length of 

their stay and the likelihood of their return.  Examples of these were the 

promoters’ claims that only through your (the individual tourist) participation and 

support (i.e., which include visiting, not negatively impacting the area or its 

inhabitants, and making purchases) can these scarce resources be protected and 

kept alive.   

 

KEEP IT ALIVE 

Here in the Maya World, a 3,000-year old legacy continues to live.  It 
lives in the vast, unspoiled landscapes.  You can hear it in the powerful 
cries of the abundant wildlife.  You can see it in the awesome ancient 
Mayan palaces and pyramids.  And you can feel it when you encounter 
today’s Maya, the direct descendents of one of the world’s most powerful 
ancient civilizations. 
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We welcome you to come and feel the power and the glory of the Maya 
World.  In many ways, little has changed here.  We are trying to keep it 
that way.  You can help.   

We ask you to enjoy our world to the full, but also to take and active part 
in its preservation.  You can do this by taking care not to disturb anything 
at our archeological sits, by respecting the precious cultures of the people 
you encounter, and by doing everything you can to preserve the delicate 
ecological balance of the environment. 

The land of the ancient Maya is alive.  LET’S KEEP IT THAT WAY 
(Mundo Maya Magazine, Vol. 2, No. 1, Summer-Fall 1993, pg. 1-2). 

 

Requests for increased responsibility on the part of visitors took the form of 

suggested etiquette guidelines for travelers aimed at promoting conservation and 

reducing instances of intercultural misunderstanding and conflict:  

 

Dear Traveller (sic) 

If you visit the Maya world, please help us to conserve its beauty by 
observing the following guidelines: 

Please respect all life forms in the Maya world 

Please respect the people of the Maya world-different cultures have 
different customs 

Please avoid the use of products that are potentially harmful to the 
environment 

Please don’t litter 

Please observe the regulations that govern National Parks, Biosphere 
Reserves and archeological sites 

Please don’t purchase or consume products derived from endangered 
species (i.e., turtels (sic.), jaguars, etc.) – Secretaria de Turismo (Mundo 
Maya Magazine, Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter-Spring 1992-93).  
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The notion of consumer participation and empowerment through 

participation/partnership and increased knowledge of the destination and the 

impact of their individual “actions” and “investments” became an increasingly 

important part of this marketing strategy and the formation of an alternative 

funding base for associated, co-sponsored restoration and conservation projects.   

In order to promote the work being done on the ground and to create 

greater transparency and accountability (both of which were considered key 

aspects of more democratized, decentralized projects), planners working within 

INGUAT and the Mundo Maya sought, together with the numerous collaborating 

institutions with which they worked and co-funded projects, to create more 

interpretive and demonstration centers.  These physical locations, which included 

offices, outposts, and trails, that were intended to become new sites tourists could 

visit, a kind of supporting satellite to the principal destination (i.e., an 

archeological site, nature parks and reserves or indigenous community).215  

Through these interpretive outposts, visitors could, as part of their tour, learn 

more about the kind of restoration, revitalization, conservation, and preservation 

projects being implemented, often by talking to the professionals and community 

members involved in the process (including conservation biologists, 

archeologists, anthropologists, local religious leaders, etc.).  Efforts to 1) improve 

the quality of the interpretive work, through print materials based on the past and 

ongoing research of academics who had worked and were currently working at 

                                                 
215 The emergence and increasing numbers of such interpretive centers at Guatemala’s numerous 
Biosphere and Biotope Reserves throughout the 1980s and 1990s demonstrate the increasing 
commitment to this strategy as a means of/recognition of the importance of gaining the public’s 
(local, national and international) support for such efforts.   
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the sites, and 2) increase the number of public information centers were promoted 

as activities that were part of the larger national movement to foster public 

environmental education.  

Within these more sustainable tourism-related activities was the strong 

association between purchasing power and socio-economic, environmental and 

political benefit to local producers and populations.  Consumption related to 

touristic behaviors became an integral part of socio-political participation, an 

opportunity to express one’s opinion and to influence certain practices and 

policies.  Within these narratives was the notion that every individual tourist is an 

international ambassador between Guatemala and an increasingly more 

global(ized) world and after their visit, through word of mouth, a potential 

promoter of tourism.  Hence, the notion developed that every individual and every 

dollar had an impact - similar to the notion within direct and representative 

democratic discourses that every vote from every individual has an impact.  

Moreover, participation and intervention (staving off extinction) through 

consumer activities such as buying a piece of the rainforest (land banking) served 

as an effective fundraising strategy used by organizations participating in Ruta 

Maya and Mundo Maya related conservation efforts in newly established reserve 

areas. 

How planners inside INGUAT and the Mundo Maya discussed the changes 

I first began visiting the offices of INGUAT in Guatemala City and talking 

to planners and representatives of various sectors within the planning department 

-Patrimonio Cultural and Patrimonio Natural- and consultants to specific projects 

 508



such as the Mundo Maya about their work in 1990.  Many of the administrators I 

spoke with over the course of the next four years expressed a keen awareness of 

the negative long-term environmental, social and economic impact of previous 

“mass” tourism projects and related practices.  Moreover, they openly discussed 

how they were grappling with how to adapt some of these new concepts in 

tourism development –such as sustainability- to the contexts in which they 

worked.   

Creating more unique, authentic experiences for greater numbers of wealthier 
tourists 

Early in this reorientation process (1990-91), Alberto Rivera discussed 

some of the changes that were taking place in the planning and promotional 

processes that reflected this new consciousness and attempted to redirect 

producer, promoter, and consumer behaviors.216  He talked about the shift that had 

been taking place in the global market and how it was impacting countries such as 

Guatemala which had historically relied so heavily on ethnic tourism.   
 

                                                 
216 Interview with Alberto Rivera, INGUAT offices, Guatemala City, 1990. 
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Map 6.11a and 6.11b Republica de Honduras  

 
 

 
Postcard map of Republic of Honduras (and detail) for sale on the Honduran/Guatemalan border 
during the early 1990s.  As through much of its history, here Guatemala (the country) is 
represented by a woman in traje. 
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Rivera stated that while the pictures of smiling indigenous people in traje 

commonly seen in earlier promotions were still undoubtedly effective in 

marketing (at the time ethnic tourism still accounted for a considerable part of the 

Guatemalan tourism market), these images were no longer sufficient for drawing 

what were seen by industry analysts as increasingly sophisticated international 

tourists, who desired a more diverse array of activities and sites within a given 

vacation.  The new program plans for the Mundo Maya, he explained, sought to 

produce a new kind of tourism for Guatemala based on the creation of a more 

diverse array of more individualized, “unique” and “authentic” experiences for 

greater numbers of wealthier tourists.  By joining together with their neighboring 

countries, Guatemalan planners could begin facilitating travel between countries 

within the region, extending the period of time visitors stayed in the area and, 

consequently, the amount of money they would be likely to spend during a given 

trip. 

Just two years later, the indigenous people who had been so prominently 

featured on brochure covers and posters had become just one of the many 

sights/sites in a rapidly expanding panorama of national attractions promoted by 

INGUAT and the Mundo Maya.  By 1994 images of indigenous people, while still 

prominent, were less central within a market quickly filling with private sector 

advertisements for tours of nature reserves, endangered flora and fauna and 

recently restored archeological sites. 

While pleased to see the shift away from the stereotypic depictions of 

indigenous people as folkloric objects, vendors and servants (images which filled 
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earlier promotional materials since the 1930s) some representatives within 

INGUAT expressed a level of concern over some of the potential impacts of such 

changes.  When I asked about the reservations these representatives were voicing, 

Alfredo Gómez Davis, the then sector head of Patrimonio Cultural of INGUAT’s 

planning department, explained the complexities involved in and repercussions of 

such a shift, as perceived by those who worked within the institution.  While this 

increasing heterogeneity was viewed as necessary and an improvement in the 

representation of contemporary Guatemala, for some it was an unsettling 

commentary on the socio-political events of the previous three decades; that these 

new sites/sights were silent and strikingly non-Mayan participants who, relatively 

speaking, would make few demands on promoters and guests.  Moreover, it was 

seen as, possibly, a negative harbinger of things to come: administratively, 

economically, politically, and socially.   

Alfredo explained how, at one level, there was the concern that what little 

funding was available within INGUAT for programs and their promotion would 

be taken from work with indigenous communities and allocated to the 

administration and promotion of projects that were seen as environmental in 

nature.  There had indeed been frustration voiced over this in my discussions with 

representatives, particularly since environmentally-oriented programs were seen 

as having numerous other potential international funders, which was not the case 

for indigenous cultural revitalization-oriented work.  Deeper than the daily 

economics of project funding and administration, commented Alfredo, was the 

meaning it may hold within the context of the recent violence, “(t)he concern that 
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this may just be preparation for the next time it happens.  Only, this way, 

afterwards there will be no need for Indians.”  Alfredo and other representatives 

explained how the economic, political and ideological struggles which continued 

in Guatemalan society and governmental institutions left promoters and planners 

caught in a perpetual bind.  If they acknowledged past stereotypes and the over-

reliance of the industry on indigenous peoples and culture and tried to diversify 

the marketing repertoire, reducing the quantity of the images used, they were 

suspected of marginalizing indigenous peoples.217  If they did not change their 

promotions they were accused of being racist and ran the very real risk of being 

outdated in a dynamic, constantly changing international market. 

Returning home to box up old memories and begin, once again, to slowly test 
the limits of elite tolerance and taste 

The two-dimensional art piece on the wall contained a variety of objects: 

an old sepia toned black and white portrait, some household items, a horseshoe.  

The frame was a small, old weather-beaten wooden box.  It was one of many 

pieces of art in Roberto Godoy’s small apartment that stood out on the 

whitewashed walls.  “What are these?” I asked.  Roberto looked up to see what I 

was referring to.  “Oh those are some things I picked up from the old 

house…afterwards.”  He came over and looked at it with me for a few moments 

in silence and then explained the contents.  “I picked these things up later on, after 

                                                 
217 One of the goals of the IUF tourism boycott had been to keep the image of indigenous 
Guatemalans in the public eye and in that way to keep the Guatemalan State accountable.  As the 
gaze of the international rights community shifts to struggles in other countries, the risk for 
contemporary indigenous Guatemalans is not so much misrepresentation (the “images” vs. 
“Reality”), as it is erasure. 
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I returned.”  Before walking away, he added, “I guess it’s my way of purging my 

nostalgia for Guatemala.” 

Later on that evening, sitting at the dining room table, mixed in with the 

discussions of future projects and the results of meetings with leaders of local 

committees were references to the past: first to old long-abandoned projects, old 

colleagues now gone, then to a family member who had died, and finally to the 

problems he and fellow architects had faced while working in urban planning.  He 

explained how he had been one of the last one left in his group at work; all the 

rest having left or been killed.  He did not want to leave, but when the time did 

come for him to “go abroad”, there was hardly time to think, much less to box up 

treasured objects.  Then there were the years in Mexico and Canada.  He taught 

for a while, learned French and English, and some computer skills.  He was 

successful, and built a new life in a beautiful and prosperous place most 

Guatemalans only dreamt of.  But, when the 1985 national elections took place, 

he felt he had to come back, and, despite the pleads and protests of family 

members who refused to return with him, alone, he did.   

Coming home was bitter-sweet.  Much had changed of course, but there 

was optimism in the air and the joy of being back in one’s own country.  These 

feelings however, were tempered by the daily reminders of certain continuities, 

and limitations.  One day, shortly after returning, while walking down the street 

after leaving his house, he was tapped on the shoulder.  He turned to meet a 

familiar, but not exactly welcome face.  “So, you’ve returned,” the man said.  

They spoke civilly.  Before parting, the man told him that it was good that he had 
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returned, that they needed skilled people now, but that he should be careful, not 

get involved in anything foolish, and that he would be keeping in touch.  

Although the encounter was friendly, even paternal on the surface, the message 

and intention of it was clear, and it was neither of these things. 

Of those people who had left Guatemala and then decided to return 

following the elections, many came back multi-lingual, technically skilled and 

with a familiarity of foreign markets and aesthetic tastes.  They also brought with 

them new international contacts and money.  A number of these individuals went 

on to fill key positions in non-governmental organizations, the private sector and 

governmental ministries.  Within INGUAT, those with such skills were 

occasionally hired on as consultants and international representatives to new 

initiatives.  While their new skills and resources provided them with relative 

status and protection, the safety and freedom to critique and reform they had 

become accustomed to as exiles with political asylum in foreign countries had 

nurtured in them a sense of security and social power.  This unwelcome encounter 

was meant to remind Roberto that he was, in all senses, back home now.   

Although in positions of some authority, planners within INGUAT, many 

of whom had worked in planning and related fields when the civil war began a 

decade earlier, had not forgotten the government’s reaction to the last attempts at 

development and reform and the aftermath.  They had learned that change in such 

situations must happen slowly and if possible undetectably.  Referring to his and 

many others’ participation in the optimistic period of widespread reform and 

advocacy of the late 1970s, Alfredo Gómez Davis explained “Before we wanted 
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things very fast, we thought change could happen that way.  We’re older now and 

we’ve learned to go more slowly.”  Those who had remained in the country, 

unwilling or unable to leave, had tried to maintain their positions and, to the 

extent possible, carry on their work.  This was made all the more difficult due to 

the fact that tourism, both domestic and foreign, had dropped so dramatically 

during the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

Thus while some representatives privately voiced concerns about the type 

of changes that were being instituted during the late 1980s and early 1990s and 

the type of impacts they would have on specific projects and populations, they 

supported the broader need for change.  Hence, few publicly ever spoke out 

against them.  While always basing their public support for reforms within the 

institution on accepted standards such as foreign revenue earnings and stressing 

the ultimate goal of national economic development, numerous planners began to 

positively evaluate and endorse proposals which promoted increased 

decentralization and stronger local collaboration.  Likewise, while they officially 

justified aesthetic changes in promotional materials to marketing studies of 

international markets, they actively sought financial and institutional 

infrastructure and legal mechanisms to allocate money to collaborative projects 

involving prominent members of the indigenous revitalization movement and 

community-based and controlled projects.  They also encouraged the participation 

of Guatemala in international initiatives which necessitated as a prerequisite 

improved international relations and the cessation of any disputes, such as the 

border disputes that Guatemala had been engaged in with it neighbor Belize.  
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It was important to understand that the political context of post-

revolutionary neo-liberal reform in Guatemala was unlike those of other Central 

American countries in the 1980s and early 1990s, where civil wars had been 

fought, a peace negotiated and reforms begun.  In Guatemala, the revolution had 

been put down with incredible losses to all sectors of society, numerous coup 

attempts (both by the military and an auto-coup by Serrano) had taken place, and 

the military and landed elite were still perceived by many to be the ones holding 

power.  It was critical for planners to remember that incremental neo-liberal 

reform, whether financially profitably to the state or not, was still suspect.  The 

fact that neo-liberal reforms were commonplace throughout Latin America had 

made changes of this kind discussible, if only through comparison.  This, together 

with the pressure put on the military government by foreign interests during the 

preceding years, had forced certain debates into mainstream public discourse i.e., 

democratic elections, ethnic reconciliation, etc.  However, what the military 

administrations of Lucas Garcia, Ríos Monte and Mejía Victores had made clear 

was that economic stabilization and growth were only elements of a much larger 

national agenda, and that the power and opinion of the international sector meant 

little to the Guatemalan military or landed upper classes.  The maintenance of 

established patterns of resource holdings and issues of “national security” in the 

state’s dealings with internal disruption were far more important.  Particular 

institutions and programs were expendable, as were particular planners. 

Heads of planning in these departments and programs were keenly aware 

that in publicly supporting and promoting these initiatives, they were testing the 
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tolerance of key interest groups.  While semi-protected by the highly nationalistic 

discourse of the new tourism projects and the potential economic gains these 

projects would eventually bring to key members of the Guatemalan elite, the 

directors of these programs were aware that the changes that were being promoted 

ran counter to many of the established beliefs and interests of the Guatemalan 

ethnocracy.  In  
 
1) encouraging Guatemalan state agencies to relinquish control over 

natural and cultural resources and taxes and income that accrued to the 
private sector,  

2) recommending increased autonomy for indigenous communities and 
organizations, and  

3) promoting the allocation of national funds to former “subversives” and 
recommending a halt to aggression against neighboring countries over 
land and natural resources, 

representatives were treading on contested terrain, walking the line between the 

social acceptability of promoting one of the country’s largest industries and 

subversion.  “A line which existed only once you crossed it”, Roberto once 

commented “and once you’ve realized that you’ve crossed it, it’s too late.”  

Therefore, there was a level of personal and professional safety, mobility and 

flexibility and the potential of having lasting success in working with large and 

highly visible international collaborative initiatives that was not afforded smaller 

national projects sponsored solely by INGUAT.  The Mundo Maya was built upon 

already established concepts and practices of a Mayan trade route, based upon one 

hundred and fifty years of work by amateur and professional researchers, was 

supported by five regional governments, funded by the most recognized of 

international public sector funders (the EEU) and national private sector interests, 

and was beginning to receive recognition from other large uni- and multi-lateral 
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funders such as United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 

and UNESCO.  It had high national and international visibility, a generous 

budget, and the potential to positively affect the lives of thousands of people 

within Central America and southern Mexico.  True, it was by no means yet 

perfect, but it was a good place to start. 

“We made it just in time”: avoiding the ruts in the road, beating down the 
path for the “off-the-beaten path” traveler, and finding the right view 

Illustration 6.29 The road leading northward into the Petén  

 

Illustration 6.30 Cattle grazing around tree stumps along road, Petén 

 

 519



Illustration 6.31 Main road through Petén, farther north toward Flores 
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The formal more navigable dirt road that surrounded Flores and its 

outskirts had stopped some time ago and our jeep rented back at the airport in 

Guatemala City, never built for what we had been putting it through (indeed this 

was our second jeep – the first broke down on our way to the Eastern seaboard) in 

our long journey from Guatemala City to Puerto Barrios, and then up to the Petén, 

was now being pushed to the limit.  The front and back axle audibly strained as 

we twisted back and forth, up and down the impossibly wide foot-high ruts in the 

hardened mud of “the road.”  Everyone except the driver felt nauseous due to the 

constant rocking.  The driver, the North American conservation biologist 

travelling with us, who silently picked his way through the ruts -cursing under his 

breath- did not have the luxury of feeling nauseous or of complaining, consumed 

with the knowledge that each decision he made meant we either arrived at our 

destination or were left stranded in a rut in the road. 

We were headed to a series of smaller, relatively undeveloped sites only a 

few kilometers outside Tikal, which Roberto had recommended that we visit and 

was taking us to see.  Archeologists were busy in the excavation of the sites, 

which were, due to distance and the smaller and partially reconstructed state of 

most of the structures (which were not considered as visually spectacular as its 

neighbor Tikal), not as popular among tourists.  It was, however, to be one of the 

more northeastern points of the Mundo Maya in Guatemala, and Roberto felt it 

would be helpful for me and my two colleagues to get a better sense of the 

diversity of sites (many “off the beaten path”) that planners were trying to 

develop and integrate into the project and its itineraries.  Upon arriving we were 
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met by a young female Guatemalan archeologist who directed us to the main 

office and then to some of the more finished structures.  After speaking to several 

of the project managers, we walked around the site.   

From the ground level, it was difficult to get a sense of the site and its 

relationship to other nearby sites such as Tikal.  One of the workers suggested that 

we climb to one of the higher points nearby, recommending the partially 

reconstructed structure that lay only several minutes walk away through the 

forest.  It was late afternoon and the sun seemed to set more quickly here, a 

figment of the imagination of course, influenced by the fact that there were 

absolutely no artificial lights in the area.  We walked through the forest, counting 

the minutes before evening would begin.  To our right rose a steep hill covered 

with rocks and debris.  Around the other side was the partially reconstructed face 

of a multi-storied structure, with a series of ladders tied to freestanding wooden 

scaffolding that ran up the side and of the rock structure and to which the wood 

was somehow tenuously bracketed.  We carefully worked our way up the thin 

swaying beams, reaching the top.  “Look at that,” said Roberto, pointing to the 

expanse of forest canopy broken only by the setting sun’s reflection on Lake 

Yaxha, “we made it just in time.”   

I began to ask questions regarding the development projections for the 

area: How was the restoration progressing?  Who were the co-funders?  Was the 

European Economic Community involved?  What did their projected budgets look 

like?  Roberto looked at me and placed his finger over his lips.  “Shh.  Sit and 

don’t talk.  Just look around you and think about what this place means.”  We sat 
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down and in silence looked out over the forest canopy.  In the distance, the sun 

touched the horizon of the canopy of trees that stretched out around us.  A flock 

of parrots took wing and sailed over the treetops, calling to one another.  No one 

spoke until we were back in the Jeep and had started on to the place where we 

would sleep.  Later that night Roberto speaking in a causal, general way 

mentioned that ‘sometimes people miss the point of these places when developing 

projects, thinking that the decisions being made are just about development 

projects and money.  They are also about making a place for and protecting 

important and beautiful things.’   

For years Roberto would try to explain to me and to other researchers the 

importance of these sites, these moments, the incongruities and challenges of 

living in “Guatepeor” and the longing and boredom he felt living in the clean, 

perfectly maintained cities of the North during his years abroad in exile.  He 

expressed and displayed the love he felt for Guatemala in a material way through 

art and through his actions and work (in finding and helping to protect and 

construct a new landscapes), fully enjoying the incongruities and ironies that he 

encountered everyday.  Rushing to a meeting at another office across town one 

day, we sat in heavy traffic.  Roberto silently stared at the car in front of us, which 

was at a dead stop.  He began laughing, pointing to the car in front of us.  I 

looked.  The trunk, or what appeared to be a trunk, was a cardboard box top, 

painted the same color as the car, and tied shut with string.  “Now that, you would 

never see that in Montreal!”  We both sat laughing.  Still looking at it, and still at 

a dead stop, he shook his head smiling, “Now that is the reason I came back to 
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Guatemala.  What a great country.  What great people.  They never stop trying to 

make it work.”  In a few moments, the traffic started moving and we went on to 

our next meeting. 

Market optimism and openings: how different sectors experienced 
Guatemala’s tourism success 

Despite the many growing pains and problems brought about by an 

expanding market and decentralization, Guatemala’s tourism industry experienced 

a major boom in the following years.  Tourist numbers and revenues continued to 

climb throughout the early 1990s, until in 1993 tourism “clos(ed) the gap with 

coffee as the largest producer of foreign earnings in Guatemala.”  Market 

optimism was high: 

This trend is expected to continue in future years.  Revenue generated by 
tourism during 1993 reached over US$265 million, a 9% increase over the 
previous year.  It is estimated that during the next seven years, tourists 
visiting Guatemala will spend over US$2.6 billion.  The number of 
visitors to Guatemala exceeded 561,000 and the Guatemalan Tourist 
Commission estimates that during the next seven years a total of over 4.7 
million will visit the country…Tourism goals for the year 2000 include 
816,600 annual incoming tourists, who, on average, stay 8 days with daily 
expenditures reaching US$85.00 per visitor.  A total income of US$550 
million is calculated and at that date some 5,000 new hotel rooms coupled 
with occupancy rates of 84% are forecast.218 

Tourism’s success gave further momentum to the construction boom 

already taking place in Guatemala City, and further expansions in tourist locations 

throughout the Central Highlands and the northern departments of El Petén.219  In 

an effort  

                                                 
218 www.quetzalnet.com/quetzalNET/N_Trad_Inv.htm) p. 6. 
219 With investment and international aid came increased national debt and the future burden of 
repayment. 
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to successfully reach the goal for the year 2000 and tap Guatemala’s 
exceptional and varied tourist alternatives, several projects are currently in 
planning or construction stages.  These include: Mundo Maya, Maya Inns, 
El Salto Vacational Hacienda, Candelaria and San Diego Fincas, Bahia de 
Amatique, San Buena Ventura de Atitlán, Royal Beach Hotel and Marina, 
Bahia de Santiago, and Posada del Manglar.220 

Despite the marked improvement in the tourism industry’s performance, 

future projections and the amount of funding being invested in the country, many 

INGUAT planners in the early 1990s still felt that they did not have sufficient 

funding to establish and promote the programs they wanted and were expected to 

develop.  With increased prosperity came increased expectations.  Numerous 

planners commented that government, business and local communities’ 

expectations far exceeded INGUAT’s abilities and resources.   

For some planners working in areas of project planning and development, 

the increase in private sector investment and co-sponsorship and international for-

profit and not-for-profit activity helped to fill in funding gaps and open new doors 

for project financing.  In those cases private organizations, many of them 

international, began to take over and expand projects previously managed by the 

state.  The entry of these new organizations were in many cases seen by national 

and less wealthy organizations as encroachment and led to many tensions, both in 

field and in “collaborative” projects.  Those national tourist projects that did do 

well at this time, such as the Mundo Maya, were those that were affiliated with, 

but by design had greater autonomy from, the state and were related to larger 

multi-national regional programs.  This combination of affiliation and autonomy 

provided them with the connections and legitimacy of a state institution in 
                                                 
220  www.quetzalnet.com/quetzalNET/N_Trad_Inv.htm), p. 6. 
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negotiating with foreign governments, and the independence and flexibility 

necessary to work with domestic and foreign investors.   

However, for those planners who had to rely primarily on government 

institute resources, such as those sub-areas of INGUAT (such as Patrimonio 

Natural and Patrimonio Cultural), the impacts of such changes were only 

minimally helpful.  At times they were viewed as actively detrimental, decreasing 

the participation and influence they had in many of the newly created initiatives 

aimed at the conservation, preservation and sustainable commercialization of 

Guatemala’s patrimonio cultural y natural.221  It was often pointed out that the 

newly available resources were going, as intended by design and system-wide 

policies of decentralization, more to non-governmental organizations working at 

the local level and were not available for use by government institutions.   

The decentralized nature of the newer more privatized operations such as 

the Mundo Maya combined with the connections, flexibility and funding available 

to the private sector organizations, increased their ability to participate in 

numerous unrelated activities involving different sectors of the economy and civil 

society.  While this promoted growth in many areas of the tourism industry, it was 

reducing INGUAT’s capacity as a government institution to keep abreast of 

changes, participate in collaborate projects, and as necessary, impose restrictions 

on the more “errant/illegal behavior” of certain private sector/non-governmental 

                                                 
221 Interviews with Juan Pablo Vidaurre and Alberto Gómez Davis.  See also Susan Berger’s 
article “Environmentalism in Guatemala: When Fish Have Ears”, Latin American Research 
Review, Vol. 32(2), 1997:105. 
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expansion, of which there was an increasing amount222  Indeed, it appeared the 

future lay in the hands of the private sector, international funding institutions and 

non-governmental organizations.  Although critics from both public policy and 

academic circles at the time praised this transition, those familiar with the 

accumulative nature of private investment and the dynamics of local communities 

and the institutions that tried to “work with them” were fearful of what the future 

would hold. 

LOOKING FOR ALTERNATIVES 

Sustainability and plans for the new Calle Santander market 

Sitting at the desk in his office back at the INGUAT building, Juan Pablo 

pulled out a fresh sheet of standard sized white paper and a black pen and quickly 

began sketching a drawing of a street, lined with small shops, stands and 

sprouting cull-de sacs of tourist stores.  It was the Calle Santander.  Responding to 

one of my questions regarding whether there were any future plans that might 

exist regarding the Panajachel tourist market, he recounted, all the while 

sketching, something of the discussions that had taken place among planners 

surrounding the Panajachel tourist market.  There was the need, some planners 

felt, to make Calle Santander a cleaner, safer, healthier and more orderly place for 

those who lived, worked, and visited it.  The fact that it was still a main thorough-

fair for automobile traffic was a major problem, creating all sorts of negative 

impacts.  One of the proposals involved blocking off the street to cars and turning 

                                                 
222 Examples include the logging of National Parks, the illegal trade/poaching of exotic animals, 
the sale of Mayan relics, and efforts to re-categorize indigenous communal lands as conservation 
parks without the consent of communities. 
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the whole area it a kind of plaza and park.  Drawing a single line at two of the 

street crossings that ran perpendicular to Santander, he showed how permeable 

barriers in these places would permit those living there to still access their private 

property, while allowing INGUAT and the municipal authorities to revamp the 

public common area of the street, transforming it into a cleaner, greener, and more 

pedestrian friendly multi-use area.  He drew in several circular sitting areas 

running down the center of the street, explained how flowers and shade trees 

could be planted, leaving the sides of the former road open to the same kind of 

commercial activities by local vendors, as currently exists.   

The transformation would cost little, increase commercial activity and 

revenues by creating areas where tourists could linger longer, and offer workers 

and visitors a healthier and far more aesthetically pleasing place to pass their 

days.  Laying down his pen, we looked at the paper.  For a few brief moments, I 

imagined what changes this would bring to the daily lives of the Pérez women and 

all of the marketers who worked along Calle Santander.  This however was only 

one of many ideas put forward in informal conversations, Juan Pablo explained.  

There were no formal plans.  There were some discussions going on with local 

property owners of the large private homes that were located along Santander, 

behind the fences, which were, in turn, behind the marketing stalls.  They would 

have to wait and see what would come of those talks.  Before getting up for me to 

leave for my next meeting, Juan Pablo folded over the piece of paper and, like the 

future planners who evaluated the suggested changes (which were not approved), 

set it aside and moved on to other work. 
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Indeed there was a significant amount of other work (e.g., development 

plans) being discussed for the Lake Atitlán region at the time: projects that 

involved the re-mapping and re-designation of spaces, places and the activities 

therein, not just of one street, but of entire lake-side areas (playas publicas), 

communities, their communal lands, and the Lake Atitlán watershed.  These 

projects if approved and implemented would help determine the kind of 

relationship that local people and their descendents would have to the few 

resources to which they still had access.  Although directly involving 

communities that relied heavily on tourism and/or were geared toward radically 

increasing the flow of tourists to the area, many of these projects did not involve 

INGUAT or La Cámara de Turismo de Guatemala (CAMTUR), but were 

spearheaded by national non-governmental agencies and private sector consortia.   

In this final section, I will briefly discuss the tensions within and between 

the discourses and activities of communities, organizations, and consortia 

involved in two different development plans for future projects to be located on 

opposing sides the Lake.  The first are the nature reserves of the Lake Atitlán 

Biosphere Reserve and Parque Regional de Santiago Atitlán that were at the time 

being proposed by the Asociación de Amigos del Lago de Atitlán (AALA), a 

coalition made up of environmentally-concerned chaleteros (holiday home 

owners).  The second is the proposed Proyecto Jaibal, a 444-acre, multi-million 

dollar resort, financed by an international consortium and represented by the 

Guatemalan firm CONDORSA.   
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Both projects represent large-scale initiatives initiated by members of the 

country’s elite ladino population based in Guatemala City, who approached the 

work in the communities that would be affected (Santiago Atitlán and San Jorge 

La Laguna) by their proposed plans in a top-down, technocratic fashion.  At the 

time, both organizations and their directors had very distant, formal and tenuous 

relationships with the local communities in which their proposed projects were to 

take place.  In both cases, community members had no idea of what the 

organizations were planning until long after detailed plans had been drawn up, 

formal proposals had been submitted to government ministries and boards, 

funding (from international development agencies and private investors) had been 

obtained, and work had begun.  It was only then that the “community” was 

informed of the organizations’ intentions and given the option of “participating.”  

Once informed, community members’ initial reactions were, more often than not, 

not positive and their “participation” and “acceptance” less or different than what 

planners had hoped for.  Whenever possible, the negative reactions of community 

members to their projects and activities was downplayed.  This happened for 

many reasons, principal among which was that questioning and resistance did not 

fit into the ideal image of the current sustainable development narrative.  

According to the newly embraced sustainability narrative organizations were 

supposed to be working hand-in-hand with local communities (particularly in the 

case of traditionally underrepresented populations such as indigenous 

communities) for “project affected peoples” and “stakeholder’s” mutual benefit.   
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Despite these similarities, significant differences existed in the way the 

two organizations’ leaders envisioned their work vis a vis the indigenous 

communities in which their projects would take place, the future of the Lake area, 

and the country, and the manner in which that future should be arrived at.  These 

differences had as much to do with the distinct conceptions their directors held of 

what it meant to “develop”, “grow”, “improve,” as it did to “preserve”, 

“conserve” and “protect.”  Equally compelling and influential were their distinct 

visions of what it meant to “participate” and to be “Guatemalan” in a more 

globalized world and a country increasingly full of “foreigners.” 

Biosphere Reserves, golf courses, and post-conflict sustainable development 
on Lake Atitlán 

Not yet the end of the “age of development” 

In 1992, Wolfgang Sachs, editor of The Development Dictionary, 

announced the coming of the end of what he referred to as the “age of 

development.” 

Like a towering lighthouse guiding sailors toward the coast, 
‘development’ stood as the idea which oriented emerging nations in their 
journey through post-war history.  No matter whether democracies or 
dictatorships, the countries of the South proclaimed development as their 
primary aspiration, after they had been freed from colonial subordination.  
Four decades later, governments and citizens alike have their eyes fixed on 
this light flashing just as far away as ever: every effort and sacrifice is 
justified in reaching the goal, but the light keeps receding into the dark 
(Sachs 1992:1). 

Sachs argued that “(t)oday, the lighthouse shows cracks and is starting to 

crumble”, leaving the concept of development deserted “like a ruin in the 

intellectual landscape” (Sachs 1992:1).  Although the social, economic and 
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political conditions which fostered the growth of the concept and practice of 

development no longer exist (i.e., post World War II U.S. international 

dominance), “the ruins stand there and still dominate the scenery like a landmark” 

(Sachs 1992:1).  Acknowledging that the language of development still pervades 

both official and opposition discourses, Sachs argues that the time has come “to 

dismantle this mental structure” (Sachs 1992:1). 

In the shadow of crumbling towers: chalets, fences, and guardians 

On the northern side of Lake Atitlán, just west of Panajachel, the region’s 

largest tourist town, sit Las Torres de Atitlán.  Built during the height of the 

tourist boom in the late 1970s, this condominium complex (an international 

private sector initiative) was created to cater to what was anticipated would be a 

mass influx of international tourists, similar to that experienced in Mexico and the 

Caribbean.  Designed complete with elevators and hot water, these structures 

stand fifteen floors high (a considerable height in an area prone to earthquakes).  

Each room has a spectacular view of the lake and the three surrounding 

volcanoes. 
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Illustration 6.32a and 6.32b Las Torres de Atitlán, Lake Atitlán (1992) 
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The most striking characteristic of Las Torres is that they are empty.  

Fraught with financial and architectural problems (e.g., neither the elevators nor 

the hot water could reach the top floors), construction was finally abandoned223 

during the civil war of the late 1970s and early 1980s.  The towers were left 

unfinished and have remained so.  Today, like Sach’s lighthouse, they sit 

crumbling, a landmark and monument to a modernist growth model of 

development which “failed.”  Many development planners, promoters of the 

newest trend in development, sustainable development, have called for the 

demolition of these structures, on the grounds that they are “eyesores.”  A number 

of critics, however, have argued the value of keeping the structures, for no other 

reason than to serve as a reminder.   

Meanwhile, as the Torres slowly crumble, in their shadow a building 

boom was taking place of relatively much smaller (but by local community 

standards, still very large) private holiday homes, commonly referred to as 

chalets, the owners of which were known as chaleteros.224.   
 

                                                 
223 There have been numerous discussions surrounding the dismantling of the structures due to the 
dangers they pose, particularly in an earthquake prone area.  For years, the structures have been 
cannibalized by members of the surrounding communities, who, according to Panajachel 
observers, went in at night and carried off any form of moveable building materials they could 
find to use in their home communities.  Among the numerous proposals to dismantle the buildings, 
was the suggestion that plants could be put inside, the buildings, and left unattended would 
gradually break the structures down, eventually allowing nature to reclaim them. 
224  The term chaletero refers to the private homes these individuals own, which are commonly 
referred to as chalets.  While some chalets are occupied year round, the majority of are owned by 
non-resident week end visitors or rented/leased out to tourists. 
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Illustration 6.33 Small A frame chalet  

 
Smaller chalets such as this one are less frequently seen today on banks of Lake Atitlán, giving 
way to larger constructions (1992). 
 
Illustration 6.34 Larger multi-story chalet  

 
Larger multi-level constructions such as this are increasingly common along the banks of Lake 
Atitlán (1992). 
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Illustration 6.35 Multi-level chalet near Cerro de Oro  

 
Another example of the increasingly common multi-level chalets, this one located near Cerro de 
Oro on Lake Atitlán (1992). 

Although chalets had existed on the Lake for many decades, land speculation 

along the lake shore increased dramatically during the late 1980s and early 1990s 

as visitors, both national and international, sought to buy a piece of what had 

become one of the most sought after leisure-scapes in Latin America.  The result 

was a lakeside increasingly interspersed by chalets of varying sizes and styles.  

While some were owned by Guatemalan families who had visited the area for 

generations, an increasing number were the property of foreigners who on their 

first visit had been struck by the area’s beauty and decided that they wanted to 

return, and occasionally, to stay.  Local communities, which had lived in co-

existence with a relatively small number of established chaleteros for years, now 

faced a growing number of increasingly part-time residents with little previous 
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connection to the area, with whom they had to live and negotiate the sharing of 

scarce local resources including land, lake-side access and water. 

Illustration 6.36 Chalets interspersed with lakeside community planting 
areas on Lake Atitlán (1992) 
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Illustration 6.37 Motor boat dry-docked among tul and planting, at foot of 
chalet property on Lake Atitlán (1992) 
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By the early 1990s, there was a frantic fervor among some would-be 

buyers who felt that they were running out of time in securing their piece of this 

highland paradise.  In July of 1993, while working as an assistant to a field school 

(for Texas A&M and Universidad del Valle) in Santa Cruz La Laguna and in the 

midst of a daily review session, my students and I were interrupted by a North 

American woman in her mid-forties who, somewhat breathlessly and anxiously, 

explained that she needed our help (as she spoke no Spanish) in buying a piece of 

land here in Santa Cruz.  I explained that I didn’t know much about these issues 

and that we were in a middle of a class and that we could not talk right now, but 

that if she could wait until we were done in about an hour, we could talk then.  

Frustrated, she sarcastically thanked me “for all of my help” and said that she 

could not wait, because her boat would be leaving soon and that she needed to 

find an owner and close the deal in the time left, approximately a half-hour.  She 

hastily exited the veranda where we sat, in the direction of the steep hill that led 

up to Santa Cruz, a steep climb that took approximately 15 minutes.  Within 20 

minutes she returned, running down the path back to her boat, panting, but 

smiling, holding a piece of paper in her hand.  She waved it at us, calling out that 

she had been able to find a potential seller for herself on the path and that she 

would be back with the money and to sign the papers tomorrow.   

Exchanges such as these were extremely common during the first half of 

the decade, aided by the presence of local indigenous land-selling agents in the 

lake-side communities who actively advocated the selling of choice local lands to 

foreigners.  There were numerous stories circulating at the time of unhappy 
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tourists who having bought a piece of lakeside property on one trip would return a 

year later to begin construction, only to find that the title they held was invalid.  

The most commonly cited reasons were that the piece of land had been sold to 

them by someone other than the actual owner or, based upon the belief that most 

tourists would never return to claim the property, the owner or agent had sold one 

property to numerous individuals. 

Higher population and building density brought about by increases in local 

populations and the activities of new owners and new construction led to greater 

numbers of disputes between local community members and newer chaleteros 

over issues such as access to established paths and the lake-side for fishing, tul 

gathering, washing, bathing and leisure.  Scenes in which local residents faced off 

with chaleteros backed by guardians, guns and guard dogs over access to long 

held rights to land and resource use suggested that the days of doble aceptación 

between local inhabitants and visiting foreigners during the 1970s described by 

Castellanos Rodríguez (1988:92) (discussed earlier in Chapter 1) were coming to 

an end.225  Layered on top of competition for limited resources were highly 

divergent concepts regarding the notion of rights to access, property (private vs. 

public), protecting one’s rights to ownership, appropriate resource use and 

allocation, and the conservation and preservation of aesthetic beauty and 

environmental and human health.   

                                                 
225 Disappearing World Series, 1992. Cakchiquel Maya of San Antonio Palopó.   Rod Chaird, 
Executive Producer.  Granada Television MCMXCI in Association with La Sept, a Granada 
Production for ITV. 
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Illustration 6.38 Fisherman, sailboat and chalet near Cerro de Oro, Lake 
Atitlán (1992) 

 

Illustration 6.39a and 6.29b Fishmermen and tul on Lake Atitlán.  Chalets in 
background (1992) 
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Much could, and indeed should, be said about this.  For the moment, however, it 

will have to suffice to say that the ethnic and class based segregation which had 

defined much of Guatemalan life had began to visibly expand its borders, 

creeping along the lakefront and establishing itself on the scenic overviews.  

Long-time residents and visitors lamented the changes and the type of conflicts 

that had, for a short period of time and to a certain degree, been avoided here on 

Lake Atiltán due to the wish to have (and economic imperative of having) a place 

where national and international visitors and indigenous people could intermingle. 

The creation of a manageable urban/rural development buffer zone 

Responding to increasing pollution and the recent boom in construction of 

lake-side homes, the Asociación de los Amigos del Lago de Atitlán (AALA), an 

organization made up of national and international chaleteros with properties 

around the Lake began proposing a change in the status of the Lake Atitlán basin 
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in 1992 from that of a National Park, the status it has had since 1956, to that of a 

Biosphere Reserve.   

Illustration 6.40 Children play in canoe among algae, covered with trash, 
Lake Atitlán 

 

Illustration 6.41 Birds rummage through algae for bugs and organic trash, 
Lake Atitlán 
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Leaders within the organization hoped that re-designation from its status as a 

National Park to some other more restrictive internationally recognized 

conservation/preservation category would help concerned individuals and 

agencies to assist in the development of the necessary infrastructure and programs 

to decrease negative environmental impacts, implementation of effective and 

legitimate systems for monitoring and control, and fundraising for local 

conservation/preservation-oriented development initiatives.  However, such a re-

designation would have had an enormous impact on local populations and their 

ability to continue living in their current way.  Particularly since the everyday 

lived reality of residents’ live -as we shall see in the following pages which trace 

the conservation models under consideration and the evolution of the AALA 

proposal- more often than not did not meet the criteria of the more restrictive 

conservation models proposed. 

Illustration 6.42 Lakeside community homes and agriculture on side of 
volcano, Lake Atitlán 
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Illustration 6.43 Fishermen among tul and milpa fields on side of volcano, 
Lake Atitlán 
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Illustration 6.44 Women washing clothes, Lake Atitlán 

 
In foreground algae grows so thick large birds often walk on it. 

The Lake Atitlán National Park 

On June 26th 1955 the Lake Atitlán watershed and the surrounding 

volcanoes of Atitlán, Tolimán and San Pedro were declared by the Guatemalan 

government to be a National Park (Serrano 1970:21).226  It was one of the first ten 

areas in the country to receive such protected status.  However, this declaration 

meant little more than official governmental recognition of the region’s scenic 

beauty and its natural and archeological riches since at the time of the declaration 

there were no established legislation or financial resources appropriated to aid in 

natural resource management and conservation.  What was created was an early 
                                                 
226 With a paramenter of 118.5 kilometers, the Lake Atitlán National Park covers some 547.72 
square kilometers (Parque Nacional Atitlán, Plan Operativo 1994:1). 
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example of what P. Fearnside, G. Ferreira (1984) and L. Alan Eyre (1990) in later 

years would call “paper parks” where “(t)he conservation spirit may be willing 

but the political will is weak, and the coffers often empty” (1990:17).227  

In the years that followed (1950-1983) there were numerous legislative 

attempts to promote preservation and conservation around the Lake.  The 

majority, however, were in the form of prohibitive measures which ultimately 

acted to restrict and monitor local population’s production and consumption 

practices.  These legislative attempts included laws which banned the hunting of 

the Pato Poc (La Ley de Conservación del Pato Zambullidor or Pato Poc)228 and 

the endangered Pavo de Cacho, restricted the cutting of the tul reed and the 

practice of certain fishing methods within the Lake.  If and when implemented, 

monitoring interactions was difficult, and in the end the impact of these laws and 

recommendations was limited (LaBastille 1991).  In some cases national and local 

administrators and conservation advocates tried to balance these reactive, 

restrictive laws focused on single species protection with more proactive 

recommendations for a more comprehensive Park management plan such as those 

outlined by El Instituto Nacional Forestal (INAFOR) in their 1983 Plan de 

Manejo del Parque Nacional Atitlán.  This report included one of the first 

comprehensive descriptions of the area, its zoning and proposal for the 

management of the Park.  Unfortunately, due to a lack of funding and political 

                                                 
227 Eyre defines “paper parks” as “one which has been officially gazetted by government but for 
which criterion 2 or 3 or both in the 1969 IUCN New Delhi definition have not even been partially 
met.  Often no ‘steps’ at all have been taken; and no ‘special conditions’ for visitation are in 
place” (Eyre 1990:19). 
228 For a history of early conservation work on Lake Atitlán and the struggle to pass legislation to 
protect the Pato Poc and its habitat see Mama Poc (La Bastille 1991). 
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problems in the area, none of the recommendations outlined in this report were 

ever implemented. 

It was not until the passing of the Ley de Areas Protegidas (4-89) in 1990 

that the status of the Lake Atitlán area as a whole was seriously reevaluated.  El 

Sistema Guatemalteco de Areas Protegidas (SIGAP), formed in compliance with 

Decreto 4-89, state as one of its principal objectives the recuperation of 

environmentally degraded protected areas.  Being home to a permanent local 

population of over 158,000 people (the majority of whom are subsistence 

agriculturalists/small holders) and a central resort site for international tourism 

since the late 1950s, the Lake Atitlán National Park qualified as one of those 

areas. 

From Biosphere Reserve to Protected Multiple Use Area 

Created the same year as the passing of the Ley de Areas Protegidas 

(1990), the Asociación de los Amigos del Lago de Atitlán (AALA) became a key 

player in the struggle to change the status of the lake when in September of 1992 

it presented la Comisión Nacional de Areas Protegidas (CONAP) with a proposal 

to re-categorize the area as a Biosphere Reserve (AALA 1992).  While working 

with Texas A&M and La Universidad del Valle at the field school in Santa Cruz 

La Laguna during the summer of 1992, we had been told by colleagues in the 

natural sciences department who had been consulted by AALA board members, 

quite a bit about the organization’s proposal to re-categorize the Lake.  Along 

with concern, these botanists and biologists expressed a great deal of interest in 

what such a re-designation could mean for the area, and for the type of future 
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research that could be conducted under such conditions.  I was somewhat 

surprised that such a large-scale project was this far along in the proposal process, 

as I and my field partner Rolando Cotuc Hi had just conducted over the previous 

month a survey of the development projects taking place in communities 

surrounding the Lake, and the local organizations therein, and had never heard 

anything about it.  Having already conducted preliminary research on the 

development of a number of other reserves in the country, including La Reserva 

de la Biosfera Maya, I decided to begin following and documenting the proposal 

planning process for re-designating the Lake area and the conceptual debates 

therein.   

Broader than the definition of a National Park, the Biosphere Reserve 

model was meant to meet not just local, regional or national 

conservation/preservation objectives, but international ones.  The notion of 

Biosphere Reserve originated in 1969 within the UNESCO Man and the 

Biosphere (MAB) Programme (Batisse 1990:111).229  The Biosphere Reserve 

program was developed to address perceived shortcomings in knowledge, 

networking, and the lack of integration into the field of biological conservation.  

The primary goal of the program is the rational use of the resources of the 

biosphere (Batisse 1990). 

Towards this end, the Biosphere Reserve program concentrates on three 

primary roles: conservation, logistics, and development (Batisse 1990:11).  In the 

                                                 
229 The concept was further refined during the UNESCO General Conference in 1979 and the 
MAB International Coordinating Council in 1971.  Criteria for selection and objectives were set 
out by the Expert Panel in 1973 (UNESCO 1974).  Also see UNESCO’s 1984 publication “Action 
Plan for Biosphere Reserves” in Nature and Resources XX(4):11-22. 

 549



role of conservation, its focus is not the protection of individual species, but rather 

the preservation of biological systems or processes.  Logistics include research 

and monitoring facilities, but also covered are provisions for an international 

networking to allow for the transfer of information among biosphere conservation 

programs through "a coordinated worldwide network of areas" (Batisse 

1982:101).  In this manner, comprehensive databases can be compiled and 

conservation issues addressed on a global scale.   

Supporters of the Biosphere Reserve program remark that perhaps the 

most important contribution it offers to traditional conservation practices230 is its 

approach to development and the involvement of local populations.  By 

incorporating the needs of resource utilization by local people into the functional 

design of a reserve, conservation and social welfare are treated as a single issue.  

This involvement can take the form of educational programs, employment, and 

management roles within the Biosphere Reserve along with sustainable utilization 

of the outermost Reserve boundaries. 

Among the criteria for selection are the need to include representative 

examples of ecological areas and unique communities, the need for the reserves to 

be large enough to be an effective conservation unit which can accommodate 

different uses without conflict, and the importance of providing sites for 

ecological research (Batisse 1982:102).231  In addition to setting aside habitat to 
                                                 
230 For example, single species protection and restrictive measures imposed on local populations 
within traditional Park settings. 
231 Citing Ratcliffe, Adams (1990) points out that these criteria closely resemble those developed 
in Britain for the selection of National Nature Reserves and Sites of Special Scientific Interest i.e., 
representativenes, rarity, extent and recorded history (Ratcliffe 1971).  These similarities, Adams 
argues, demonstrate the influence of traditional nature preservation ideals on contemporary MAB 
thinking. 
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protect certain species, Biosphere Reserves are meant to function as "laboratories" 

for developing a "(m)ore balanced relationship between people and the land" 

(Futurist 1992:51).  Within these closed systems, nature conservation is combined 

with environmental monitoring, training, demonstrating, local participation and 

sustainable development (Futurist 1992:51). 

According to the most basic functional zonation pattern outlined by 

Batisse (1990:111-112), each Biosphere Reserve should be made up of a core 

area which represents a "minimally disturbed ecosystem" (Redclift 1987:139).  

This area should be devoted to strict protection.  The notion of a core and the 

primacy of tropical forest conservation are derived from Pleistocene Refuge 

Theory which maintains that during the Pleistocene period tropical forests receded 

into areas with higher precipitation, which are today's tropical forests.  Based 

upon this, scientists and planners believe that today's tropical forests contain the 

oldest and greatest levels of biological diversity232 and thus are the ones best able 

to "provide genetic materials for a recolonization of areas disturbed by human 

populations" (Redclift 1987:141).233 

Surrounding the core area is a series of buffer zones, in which only 

activities compatible with conservation objectives can take place (e.g., research 

stations, education and training outposts, extremely limited eco- and ethno-

tourism).  Within this area local human populations are permitted to live and 

                                                 
232 It is estimated that over two-thirds of all species live in the tropics (zones which cover only 
one-third of the planet's land surface) and some 40% occur specifically in tropical forest biomes 
(Miller et. al 1985:342). 
233 The push to create Biosphere Reserves, with a carefully protected core area comes in part from 
the realization that despite recent technological advances, a species' natural habitat is still a much 
more dependable way of storing genetic materials than man-made gene banks (Redclift 1987:141). 
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sustainable resource management practices (i.e., limited agricultural and 

commercial activities) may be developed and take place.  The strategies chosen 

for natural resource management within buffer and transition areas are strongly 

influenced by the relative presence or absence of human populations from buffer 

zones.  Indeed "(t)he cultural and social characteristics of such populations, and 

their relationship with the national authorities" are of key importance in 

determining the ultimate success of the project (Batisse 1990:112). 

Batisse points out that there are cases in which a simple core-periphery, 

concentric circle zonation may not be adequate for protecting some region's 

heterogeneous ecosystems, particularly those which span more than one ecozone.  

When dealing with such cases, it may be necessary to establish multiple core 

areas throughout a given space, each one surrounded by buffer and transition 

zones, which may or may not overlap with one another.  Such flexibility, it is 

argued, allows bio-geographic heterogeneity to be an asset to the network, rather 

than a burden. 

Since the early 1970s, the Biosphere Reserve model has become an 

accepted element of international conservation and has contributed to the belief 

that  
1) there is an ecologically sound approach to development which could 

be environmentally sustainable and socially acceptable, and  
2) this approach could be applied for specific environments and 

circumstances through scientific research done in inter-disciplinary 
ways.   

For many development planners who sought to make their plans and projects 

more sustainable, the Biosphere Reserve was the pinnacle of this interdisciplinary 
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research, the scientific and social mechanism for achieving long-term ecological 

equilibrium, biogenetic diversity, and social equity.234 

Social acceptance of the Biosphere Reserve model by local populations 

was seen by these early proponents and planners seeking to establish them as a 

non-problematic process.  It was believed that acceptance was inevitable, once 

local people were made aware through conservation-oriented education programs 

of the long-term benefits such a system would bring them and their future 

generations.  Key to the success of the project was education: A "vast campaign 

of education, debate and public participation which must start now if sustainable 

human progress is to be achieved" necessary for changing "the behavior of entire 

societies towards the biosphere" (Batisse 1982).  "Experience," wrote Batisse in 

1982, already shows that when the populations are fully informed of the objective 

of the biosphere reserve, and understand that it is in their own and their children's 

interest to care for its functioning, the problem of protection becomes largely 

solved.  In this manner, the biosphere reserve becomes fully integrated - not only 

into the surrounding land-use system, but also into its social, economic, and 

cultural reality (Batisse 1982:107). 

However, as W.M. Adams (1990), B.G. Schoepf (1984), Stephen R. 

Kellert (1986) and the cases of La Reserva de la Biosfera Maya (RBM) in the 

northern Petén and La Reserva de la Biosfera Sierra de las Minas (RBSM) in 

                                                 
234 Similar to many of the same goals stated by Bebbington (1990) in his discussion of the 
benefits of systems of interdisciplinary work on Third World Agrarian systems, combining the 
physical and social sciences via the International Agrarian Research Centers of the Consultative 
Group on International Agricultural Research.  For a discussion of the emerging role of the third 
sector in this area see Bebbington’s 1993 work Non-governmental organizations and the State in 
Latin America: Rethinking roles in sustainable agricultural development. 
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southeastern Guatemala have demonstrated, this is not always so.  Instead of 

widespread acceptance, conservationists have been met with varying levels of 

resistance from a variety of groups living and working within reserves.  Many of 

these groups view conservation practices as either an additional constraint on their 

already strained subsistence livelihoods or a threat to their extremely lucrative and 

often illegal businesses (Burtner 1993). 

Although aware of some of the socio-political and logistical problems 

involved in the implementation of these other Biosphere Reserves, AALA 

planners believed that despite the short-term difficulties they may face in Reserve 

establishment, in the long-term re-categorization would help to protect the 

watershed.  Working within the SIGAP framework and borrowing from previous 

national projects such as La Reserva de la Biosfera Sierra de las Minas (RBSM) 

and the La Reserva de la Biosfera Maya (RBM), AALA planners initially sought 

to locate the reserve core on the southern side of the lake encompassing the cones 

of the volcanoes of Tolimán and Atitlán, which are located directly south of Cerro 

de Oro. 
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Map 6.12 Mapa de Subcuencas de la Cuenca del Lago de Atitlán, Guatemala 
(AALA) 
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The boundaries of the proposed site encompassed the entire lake with 

exception of Panajachel, two river outlets (the Quiscato and Paculbalya), the town 

of San Jorge La Laguna and a lakeside piece of land called La Finca Jaibal.  

However, by omitting Panajachel and the two river outlets, planners left out one 

of the largest and most densely populated areas of the region.  This, together with 

the runoff from the two rivers, contributes a significant proportion of the then 

untreated brown and black water waste being deposited into the lake.  

La Universidad del Valle de Guatemala (UVG), one of the nation's private 

universities, which at that time was collaborating with AALA, pointed out a 

number of problems with the proposed plan, among which was that the core was 

in the area where most chaleteros have their properties.  They proposed an 

alternative plan.  Committed to and simultaneously constrained by the MAB 

model, del Valle planners attempted to solve some of the problems by resetting 

the reserve's external boundaries.  Uncertain of where such an untouched core 

could be located, given the population density and distribution, del Valle 

biologists tentatively proposed placing the core at the bottom of the lake or at the 

highest points of the volcanoes. 
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Map 6.13 Lago de Atitlán, map roughly outlining outermost boundary of 
Cuenca area to be protected (Universidad del Valle) 
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Illustration 6.45 Agriculture on mountain-sides surrounding Lake Atitlán 

 

Illustration 6.46 Collecting algae for fertilizer, Lake Atitlán 
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Over the course of 1992 and 1993, during which I returned to Guatemala a 

number of times to visit Biosphere and Biotope Reserves throughout the country 

along with government officials and other researchers, I continued to follow the 

developments taking place around the Lake.  It was during this time that I wrote 

to the then director of AALA, Ricardo Zachrisson, commending them on their 

members’ efforts to address the increasing issues of pollution, conservation and 

preservation on the Lake, but voicing a strong concern that the Biosphere Reserve 

model that they were pursuing was not appropriate to the area given population 

density and distribution, among other factors.  These other factors included the 

fact that, from an anthropological perspective, biological evolutionary models 

such as the Biosphere Reserve which placed the pure, untouched source of genetic 

diversity at the core, with the buffer zones representing a linear spatial and 

temporal progression from less to more “impacted” and “developed”, from 

primitive to modern, were problematic.  Such models were not at all appropriate 

for semi-urban and urban areas.  Moreover, such a spatial mapping of linear 

“development” and “conservation” in a multi-ethnic setting risked transforming 

indigenous peoples into a “bank of knowledge” from which contemporary 

societies draw information and in the parlance of the day “learn more sustainable 

techniques”, rather than treating them as active knowledgeable participants in a 

representative democratic process of regional planning. 

A number of months later, after I had returned to the United States, I 

received a note from Mr. Zachrisson thanking me for my letter and asking 

whether I would be interested in coming down to Guatemala to work with them 
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on re-thinking their options for the area.  After numerous months of discussion, 

we came to an agreement that I would come down for several months in January 

of 1994 to help conduct a research survey of the area, to identify the type of work 

that could being done by AALA and the kind of plan might be more appropriate 

given the needs of local populations, their dependence on agriculture, migration, 

and tourism.  I would later learn that in the meantime, AALA planners were 

processing the results of other research it had contracted, and thinking about what 

their next step should be. 

In accordance with La Ley de Areas Protegidas and with funding from the 

U.S. Agency for International Development, AALA had contracted a private 

research firm (Assessoria Basterrechea, S.A.) affiliated with La Universidad de 

San Carlos to carry out a six-month technical study of the status of the Lake's 

natural resources.  The study which was produced, Estudio Tecnico Para La 

Recategorización del Parque Nacional Atitlán (Basterrechea 1993), argued that 

re-categorization was necessary due to the fact that the region no longer fulfilled 

any of the prerequisites of SIGAP's definition of National Park (Basterrechea 

1993:4-5).  Results indicated that given the population density and distribution 

and the extremely high proportion of private property ownership, the Biosphere 

Reserve model was unrealistic.  The firm's final recommendations were to reject 

the idea of implementing a Biosphere Reserve.  Instead, a more flexible 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) category was 

recommended, that of Area Protegida de Usos Multiples (APUMA), a Multiple 

Use Management Area (Category VIII) (Basterrechea 1993:146). 
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Multiple Use Management Areas emphasize the managed human use of 

nature and allows for activities such as timbering, the extraction of forest products 

and wildlife and recreation.  Primary objectives of these areas focus on the basis 

for the livelihood of local peoples and include: 
 
• Producing timber and forage on sustained yield basis 
• Providing sustenance and/or sport hunting and fishing 
• Providing for recreation and tourism 
• Maintaining flexibility through multipurpose management 
• Supporting rural development through rational use of marginal lands 

and provide stable employment opportunities (Brechin et al 1991:8-9). 

Maintaining ecological diversity through environmental regulation and 

providing of a site for education, research and environmental monitoring - both 

which are central to the Biosphere Reserve - are secondary concerns within the 

Multiple Use designation (ibid.).  While the goal of conserving genetic resources 

is addressed, little formal provision is made for it and the maintenance of sample 

ecosystems in their natural state is considered neither important nor applicable.  

Multiple Use Areas: From Parque Regional Rey Tepepul 1 to Parque Regional 
Santiago Atitlán 

Overwhelmed by the political and logistical magnitude of the long-term 

reclassification and the implied management of the entire cuenca (watershed) 

area, AALA’s director decided to reprioritize the organization’s goals.  Taking the 

recommendations from the Basterrechea report into account, AALA’s leaders 

began by refocusing their attention on the possibility of establishing a 

significantly smaller protected area in the Subcuenca Azul region, the area 
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originally designated as the possible core of the Biosphere Reserve they had 

proposed earlier.  

Of all the areas in the Lake Atitlán watershed, the Subcuenca Azul region 

was chosen due to its high level of primary forest cover, the conservation of 

which is in large part the indirect result of the ongoing armed conflict in the area 

between the Guatemalan Armed Forces and the guerrilla.  From 1980 to 1991, the 

Guatemalan Army maintained a strong presence in the Lake Atitlán area.  This 

presence intensified in 1985 and 1986 in response to reports of considerable 

guerrilla activity in the mountainous areas surrounding Santiago Atitlán.235  Many 

Atitecos had by this time abandoned their plots for fear of being caught in the 

crossfire or mistaken for the opposition.  Some small holders continued to try to 

cultivate their land, stopping only when the Army forbade Atitlán farmers to 

work. 

The Army has forbidden the Indian farmers to work their plots of land 
after 2:00 p.m. each day and all work on plots in certain areas has been 
forbidden for six months.  This was announced by local radio and read out 
by soldiers in the streets and in the local plaza.  The people were informed 
that the Army was going to mine the roads leading to the restricted areas 
and the surrounding mountains.  The Army further threatened to bomb the 
area by plane (Survival International U.S.A., Urgent Action Update, June 
1987). 

The impact of agricultural work stoppages of this kind were exacerbated 

by periods of strict Military enforced control over the purchasing and 

consumption of foodstuffs.236  During this time subsistence and cash crop farmers 

were unable to farm the areas surrounding the community or extend production up 

                                                 
235 Survival International May 1985:1. 
236 Survival International U.S.A., Urgent Action Update. June 1987. 
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into the faldas of the volcanoes, as was the trend in other lake-side communities.  

Over this period substantial secondary grown was able to take place in areas 

previously intensively cultivated, an almost unheard of occurrence in a primarily 

rural, agricultural country where the struggle for access to land has been the basis 

of years of socio-political conflict (McCreery 1990; Pedroni 1992).  Since the 

government mandated withdrawal of the military from the community in 1991, 

local milpa and coffee farmers, wood collectors and extractive harvesters have 

been able to return to their fields, and have begun to expand their production and 

resume extraction once again.  Conservationists, biologists, and botanists familiar 

with the area all point to such re-expansion as the first steps in a renewed cycle of 

degradation of the area's rare natural resources.   

Illustration 6.47 Cutting trees to plant milpa 

 
After an unusually long fallow period due to the civil war, Atiteco farmers are once again clearing 
land for agriculture along the closer, already cultivated periphery of urban Santiago Atitlán.  It is 
an image like this from places like Santiago Atitlán that motivates many urban-based 
conservationists to try to quickly establish protected areas.   
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Motivated by the concern of land use reclamation and potential resource 

degradation, the directors of AALA decided it was urgent that the area be 

declared a nationally protected area.  The proposed parameters for this new 

protected area were taken from a Universidad del Valle masters thesis "Propuesta 

de Plan de Manejo del Parque Regional Rey Tepepul 1, Area Comunal del 

Municipio Santiago Atitlán, Sololá" (Santiso Arroyo 1993).  Located 

approximately 6 kilometers south of Santiago Atitlán and surrounding the 

foothills of Volcan Atitlán, this new proposed protected area, a region covered 

with humid tropical forest, would cover approximately 2,553 hectares (25.53 

kms²), 18.8% of the total area of municipality of Santiago Atitlán.  Over 73% of 

the total area was to be dedicated to the protection, conservation and sustainable 

management of the areas natural resources, 10.8% to the diversification of 

traditional products, 9.4% to the promotion of improved agro-forestry practices 

(aimed at soil conservation) and 7.5% to tourism, recreation and education 

(Santiso Arroyo 1993:66).  Promising local municipal leaders the economic 

benefits of the future private development eco-tourism projects planned for the 

area would bring, AALA’s directors made a formal proposal to the National 

Council of Protected Areas (CONAP).  CONAP denied their proposal on the 

grounds of insufficient technical study, logistical preparation, and community 

involvement. 

In my discussions with Mr. Zachrisson leading up to my departure there 

had not been any mention or discussion of the Assessoria Basterrechea report and 

no reference to the last proposal to the CONAP.  There was simply the 
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explanation that we would be working out of Santiago Atitlán, where the 

organization had based its previous work with the community on planning 

conservation projects aimed at ultimately establishing an APUMA in the 

Subcuenca Azul region, that, I was told, would cover perhaps 30-45 hectares, 

which represents a small percentage of the total estimated 2,500-3,000 hectares of 

humid tropical forests surrounding he foothills of Atitlán, Tolimán, and San Pedro 

volcanoes.   

Approximately one month before my planned departure, I was notified 

that there had been a change in the leadership of the organization.  Rather than 

working with the individuals I had been talking to over this period, who had been 

directing the process from the time I began following the project up until that 

point, I would be working with the new director of the organization, and that new 

plans would need to be worked out, which could be discussed more in depth once 

I arrived in the field.  It was then that I learned of the Assessoria Basterrechea 

report and requested a copy, which the new director sent me.  When I arrived in 

Santiago Atitlán, I met with the new director, a young Guatemalan by the name of 

Juan Skinner.  He had spent years living and studying in the United States, was 

energetic, and spoke very passionately and knowledgeably about the 

environmental problems facing the Lake area and the country.  He had experience 

in other reserves, Sierra de Las Minas being the most recent, and from which he 

had drawn a strong appreciation of the need for community based work with 

indigenous populations.  
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With the aid of this new executive director, it had been decided that if 

AALA were to continue to promote the establishment of a protected area, it would 

have to be in direct coordination with local leadership.  This meant understanding 

the newly reconfigured power structure of this recently demilitarized community 

and approaching those sectors of the community whose interests and goals were 

compatible with those of environmental conservation.  According to the new 

director, the AALA board felt that before they approached the local leadership 

with any further proposals they needed to have a better understanding of the local 

population's current attitudes towards toward the local area, as well as their 

current activities within the area of the new site which they wished to propose for 

re-designation, what was being referred to in these conversations as the Parque 

Regional Santiago Atitlán.  Mr. Skinner explained to me that what was needed 

from me and the group of researchers I had organized was an examination of 

these local attitudes and the relationship between different sectors of the local 

population and the surrounding wildland areas.  Before having us speak to any 

Atitecos, however, he wished to work with the research team to help explain to us 

what the goals of the organization were and to develop a methodology appropriate 

both for his organization’s information needs and the ethnographic context.   

Upon hearing the plan to propose yet another protected area, I explained 

that I did not necessarily agree that designation of a reserve area was the best 

approach to addressing environmental problems around the lake.  This was 

particularly the case in a community that had been recently demilitarized and 

whose people were for the first time in years were being able to exercise their 
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rights to work on their private and communal lands for their daily sustenance.  I 

explained that I had discussed this issue with the previous director, and it was 

never proposed that our work would be to help designate a protected area, much 

less do it without local people’s knowledge of the true goal of the organization.  

Far from a dialogue about options which I had been invited down to participate in, 

what unfolded was a request to provide the organization with the information 

needed to help them designate a protected area, or to leave and allow the new 

director to do it, the latter of which was his preference.  Although in retrospect, it 

would have been a far better decision to have left, we did not.  Having relocated 

to Guatemala, brought a colleague who was an engineer and organizational 

management specialist with me to assist, hired a team of three local researchers 

from surrounding communities who had given up other jobs, and having studied 

these issues for the last three years, I felt committed to trying to see if some kind 

of a dialogue could take place. 

Over the next four months our team of four researchers, myself, Lucas 

Rolando Cotuc Hi, Elvira Elizabeth Bixcul Garcia, and Felipe Queju Sojuel 

conducted and transcribed interviews with fifty one individuals working with 

forty development organizations working in the area, as well as with fifty-one 

local people, many of which worked in forest related sustenance and/or income 

generating activities.  The town, inundated with development organizations 

seeking to “benefit its population”, held much resentment and mistrust of non-

local indigenous people, foreigners, and ladinos.  We would report results to the 

director who was based at the organizations’ Guatemala City office and on 
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occasion when he would come out to the field to visit, and wrote up a mid-term 

report for the funder of the project, the USAID Biodiversity Support Program 

(BSP).237   

Never once did we meet with any other members of the organization, with 

the board of the organization or with the previous directors.  When we asked the 

acting director if we could meet with some of these individuals in order to discuss 

the project, understand the goals of the organization and talk about possible 

options, we were told that no such meeting could take place and that the only 

individual we could speak with was him, the acting director.  He would relay any 

information necessary onto the members if he felt that it was necessary.  Once, 

early on in the process, in an effort to discuss some of the plans previously set out, 

I contacted the previous directors, who had been the ones who requested that I 

come down to work with the organization.  When I asked if I could come into the 

City to speak with them, they told me that they could not meet with me either in 

the City or at the Lake and that they did not have the time to talk.  I never did 

meet them.   

Those who I and members of our research team did meet, on a daily basis, 

were members of Santiago Atitlán civil patrols, members of UN human rights 

delegations who landed in helicopters in the main plaza, local middlemen whose 

job it was to sell local land to foreigners, members of the over forty governmental 

and non-governmental organizations who were working to benefit the community, 

collectors of forest products, members of widows cooperatives, directors of 

                                                 
237 This was one of the 77 grants in 18 countries in Latin America which the Biodiversity Support 
Program has funded through its Conservation Impact Grants (CIG) from 1991 to 1996. 
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orphans projects, and old and young women who recounted stories of how their 

husbands and fathers had been killed by their neighbors during the period when 

the military had occupied the village.  We also met angry townspeople in the 

street who asked what we were doing there and often resentful NGO workers, 

many of whom claimed that their organization was the only one doing any 

meaningful work there, and that all the others only claimed to be working for the 

benefit of the community.  In addition to collecting information on the work of 

the other organizations active in the community and the attitudes towards local 

populations to natural resource use and management, we learned over the 

following months, that no-one, with exception of the overworked and under-

funded governmental workers from DIGEBOS (Dirección General de Bosques y 

Vidas Silvestres) who AALA recently had begun working with, had ever heard of 

AALA, much less had any idea of the numerous proposals that had been put 

forward for over the past two years. 
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Illustration 6.48 “Cuidamos Los Arboles” sign outside proposed protected 
area, Santiago Atitlán 

 
 
Illustration 6.49 Moss covered trees along forest path south of Santiago 
Atitlán 
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Illustration 6.50 Xate, along forest path south of Santiago Atitlán 

 
 
Illustration 6.51 Wood collected from proposed protected area, Santiago 
Atitlán 
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Illustration 6.52 Selling xate in the Santiago Atitlán market, Santiago Atitlán 
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Illustration 6.53 Researchers and DIGEBOS staff  

 
Fieldwork included numerous transects through the surrounding areas of Santiago Atitlán for the 
purpose of collecting samples from the proposed protected area.  These samples were then dried 
and taken to Guatemala City for idenfication and analysis by botanists and conservation biologists 
at the UVG. 

La Finca Jaibal: Condos and other more popular forms of land occupations 

Across the lake from Santiago Atitlán another drama was unfolding.  On 

April 3, 1992 2,000 people from San Jorge La Laguna and surrounding towns 

occupied a piece of land known as La Finca Jaibal, claiming it not according to 

any legal dictate, but according to historical right and need.   

Sabemos que según lo dicta la ley, nosotros estamos actuando ilegalmente, 
pero creemos que tenemos derecho histórico como propietarios y nuestra 
necesidad es más poderoso (La Prensa Libre, April 3, 1992).   

Two days later, the national government sent in the Policía Militar Ambulante 

(PMA) with guns, teargas and orders to remove the “invasores.”  By the end of 
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the confrontation seventy-four people had been arrested and thirty injured.238  

Journalist Frank Smyth recounts the details of the events of those three days. 

When Jorge found me, I was having coffee with a friend in the lakeside 
town of Panajachel, Guatemala.  Jorge was panting, having peddled a fast 
mile on his bike from the nearby village of San Jorge de la Laguna or 
‘Saint George by the Lake.’  “Hurry, they’re going to hurt people,” he 
pleaded.  Four days into a tense land dispute and occupation, the military 
had finally arrived.  There are ten Mayan villages around Guatemala’s 
Lake Atitlan, a clear blue basin ringed by mountains including twin giant 
volcanoes and one lava-induced dwarf.  In several villages, people’s first 
language is Tzutuhil.  In San Jorge and the others it is Cachiquel.  The 
women, especially, from both groups still wear tipica clothing.  The 
general designs and colors are specific to each group, while the patterns 
and images within them are unique to each village.   

I collected by foreign press credentials and cassette recorder, while my 
friend, Michael, a photographer, dusted off his 5mm camera- I didn’t want 
to cover the situation alone.  We drove quickly to San Jorge.  Descending 
a winding dirt road, we came upon two mismatched sides preparing to 
clash.  About 50 armed military police confronted an equal number of 
unarmed San Jorge villagers comprise of women, children and men.  Each 
side was arranged in three lines.  The first rows of each were faced off like 
two touch football teams in a scrimmage.  The first line of police wore 
solid dark blue uniforms and white helmets and wielded black truncheons.  
The first line of villagers, all women, wore dark red and black smocks 
known as guipils, embroidered with violet, pink and red flowers around 
the neck.  The guipils were tucked into long black skirts with silver glitter 
and matching red trim.   

Behind the women were a group of children.  Even the tiniest girls also 
wore matching guipils and skirts.  Behind the children were a group of 
men, most of them old and also wearing matching shirts and pants.  (By 
then the younger men had abandoned the scene so as not to be perceived 
as provolking violence.)  The old men were gathered around a flat green 
plank bier with sanded round handles.  On top of it sat the motionless 
figure, a plaster statue of San Jorge… 

Behind the first row of helmeted police with truncheons stood another row 
of less men, more spread out.  Each held either a tear gas grenade launcher 

                                                 
238 “Sube a 74 numero de capturados en Jaibal.”  La Prensa Libre, 6 de abril de 1992, p. 8. 
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or an Isreali galil automatic rifle.  Behind them was another row of police, 
each holding a leash to a dog. 

As we entered the scene, the Sergeant-in-command gave an order.  The 
first line of police raised their truncheons, dogs barked, and soldiers 
wrapped index fingers around rifle triggers.  The women held their line 
and sealed it by shuffling themselves closer together.  Only a few of the 
children behind them began to cry.  The elder men behind them reached 
down and raised San Jorge by his bier.  The Sergeant turned to look at us, 
the only witnesses to the confrontation that was about to occur.  Michael 
and I approached calmly and extended our hands.  I gave the Sergeant my 
press credential and told him that my friend was a photographer working 
for me.  He looked the credential over before giving it back.  Then he 
ordered his men at ease.  Everyone, including the dogs, found a spot in the 
shade.  Two hours later, after it became apparent to the Sergeant that we 
weren’t leaving, he ordered his men to withdraw. 

Several days later the military returned and attacked at dawn.  First they 
threw rocks, and then fired tear gas and moved in with truncheons.  
Dozens of people, including woman, children, and young teenage boys, 
were injured, many with gaping head wounds.  Sixty-seven villagers, all 
adult men, were arrested.  Soldiers tied each prisoner’s hands behind his 
back and then tied them together in groups of six and seven.  One young 
soldier carrying a galil rifle taunted one of the prisoners.  He accused him 
of being a leftist guerrilla, claiming to recognize him from a firefight in 
the mountains.  The prisoners were loaded onto army boats on Lake 
Atitlan and then ferried a short distance to Panajachel- a partly successful 
attempt to avoid waiting television cameras, which by mid-day, had 
gathered in San Jorge’s square.  In Panajachel, the prisoners were loaded 
onto old yellow school buses and taken to the municipal prison in nearby 
Solola.  

This confrontation took place in 1992-the quincentenary year of 
Columbus’ arrival.  Two weeks later, all 67 prisoners were released.  They 
were lucky, as they could have been ‘disappeared.’  Human rights groups 
accuse the military in Guatemala of forcibly ‘disappearing’ up to 40,000 
victims, and killing as many as 100,000 more in the course of its 30-year 
counterinsurgency against leftist guerrillas.  In this case however, 
hundreds of witnesses including dozens of foreigners saw the military 
detain San Jorge’s men.  It was reported by the local press.  I wrote a story 
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about it for the Christian Science Monitor.  Rather than attract more 
attention, the military eventually freed them all.239   

This event, initially portrayed by human rights groups as yet another 

confrontation between indigenous people and the military over land, differed from 

other previous land disputes in the region.  Jorgenos were not contesting the 

ownership of land by finca owners, but by developers who were planning to use 

the area for a multi-million dollar tourism complex.  Complete with helicopter 

landing pad, flight path, high-rise hotels, several condominium complexes and 

two five-star golf courses, the Proyecto Jaibal represents a self-contained 

recreation unit.   

Since then, the villagers of San Jorge have continued to hold their ground.  
Theirs’ is a struggle over land, but not for growing food.  The disputed 
area is approximately 200 acres of gently rising slopes between the 
shoreline of Lake Atitlan and the foothills holding the mountain side 
village of San Jorge.  The area is too sandy to be fertile.  Instead, this 
conflict pitches property rights and venture capital against the survival of 
this village.  Two wealthy brothers from Guatemalan City, Luis and 
Carlos Saravia Camacho, are trying to build a hotel luxury resort between 
the village and the lake; the community is resolved to resist them (ibid).  

Unlike the Biosphere Reserve and the Mundo Maya, developers in charge of the 

Proyecto Jaibal appeared to make no effort (either in discourse or action) to take 

local opinion into account or integrate local actors, technologies or aesthetics.  

Indeed, from these initial public accounts, in it indigenous people represented 

little more than obstacles to achieving its end goal.  Although the case had entered 

                                                 
239 Frank Smyth’s “Notes from the field: San Jorge’s Struggle.  A Guatemalan Village Blocks a 
Planned Luxury Resort,” Cultural Survival Quarterly, Issue 22.(2), 2003.  An earlier account of 
these events was published in The Christian Science Monitor only days after they occurred: Frank 
Smyth’s “Guatemalan Army Crushes Land Protest,” The Christian Science Monitor, April 7, 
1992. 
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the national courts and was still there in 1994, developers remained resolute that 

the project would continue. 

The best laid plans: designing blueprints, building topographical maps and 
biding one’s time 

At 9:00 am on February 24th, 1994 I was welcomed into the office of one 

of the representatives of CONDORSA in Guatemala City by a very polite 

secretary, professionally dressed in a silk blouse, knee length skirt, and high heels.  

These offices were located on the third floor of relatively small, modern office 

building, the relative modesty of which surprise me, given the opulence of some 

of the development plans the consortia had put together.  The surrounding rooms 

on that floor were full of men and women busy talking on the phone, working at 

their desks and talking in small groups over blueprints.  As the young woman 

showed me to the main office were my appointment was to take place, we passed 

a room housing a large topographical map, similar to the one we had been 

building of the Lake Atitlán watershed for the project we were working on with 

AALA, onto which the plans for the development of the Finca Jaibal were being 

laid out.   

This meeting had been arranged by a colleague of mine within the tourism 

industry, who was aware of the developers’ interest in understanding the local 

communities in the Lake Atitlán area and of my interest in the various tourism 

related developments being planned and implemented in the Lake region.  Since I 

was already under contract with another organizations and conducting preliminary 

research in another community, this was meant only as an informal meeting, for 

us to meet and discuss our respective work.  Lic. Jorge Torreillo was an educated, 
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articulate and well-dressed businessman, involved in the consortia’s plans to 

develop the Finca Jaibal.  He stood up from his desk and walked over to greet me, 

holding out his hand and asking me to please sit down not at the desk, but in one 

of the two chairs, so that we could talk.   

Over the next hour and a half we sat in his office and talked about his 

vision of the future of Guatemala and how the development of the Finca Jaibal fit 

into it.  He explained that this was a moment of great change and potential for 

Guatemala.  The political changes that had taken place were allowing the private 

sector and Guatemalans who had experience in developing critical industries to 

step forward and help the nation to become more independent, and not always 

dependent on foreign companies and aid.  The members involved in the 

consortia’s project had been sucessful business leaders for generations and 

represented Guatemalans who had the resources, the know-how, and the 

connections to help in making this happen.  Moreover, they were Guatemalans 

who wanted to invest in their own country and not send their money abroad 

(where returns were greater and more secure) or leave development of projects 

always to (no offense intended to me) foreigners.  The Finca Jaibal was but one 

of the many projects that they were involved in.  For that reason, they were not 

very dependent on it, but rather had the time to wait and do it correctly – legally, 

meticulously, and in a way that was socially appropriate, as any project of this 

size and scope should be done.   

When I asked him to explain to me a little about the project, how it 

developed and where and how it stood at that point (February of 1994), he began 
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by tracing a history that went back generations, spanning through the past century 

and the events of the last thirty years.  He recounted how the present owners, who 

were directing the development, had come into possession of the titles to the land, 

how they had worked to develop other interests and resources which had 

successfully helped to develop other resources within the country, and how, given 

the present conditions of the nation with the recent political changes and the 

expansion of the tourism industry, they came to the conclusion that now was the 

time to begin developing this idea, which they had for some time been discussing.   

He explained that the problems that had developed vis à vis the 

community since the announcement of their intentions to begin the project, were 

an inevitable part of the development process, and must be expected, considered, 

negotiated and settled before any substantial progress could be made.  In order to 

address the concerns of the community of San Jorge, he and the planners his 

group employed, who had been developing the various site and business plans for 

the development, were now working to create new innovative ways for 

community members to be involved in and benefit from the project.   

Furthermore, he added, claims from local inhabitants that the project could 

not move forward due to the fact that people were using this lower area for 

subsistence agriculture were exaggerated, as was the argument that the project 

would block local access to the Lake, upon which local inhabitants claimed they 

were completely dependent.  What the community was dependent on, he 

explained, was tourism, external regional markets, and those in the community 

who left the community in order to earn an income outside, and send it home.  
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This project, he explained would and could help them not to return to some 

nostalgic/mythic past of being sustainable agriculturalists, but could help 

strengthen their current regional position in an activity in which they were 

actually active, but only marginally sucessful.  In addition, members of the 

community, could in time, with training, benefit from direct employment at the 

complex in service oriented positions in food service and maintenance, or could 

take advantage of the new market by launching micro-entrepreneurial efforts 

within the town, such as dry cleaning businesses.  

He then recounted how, before beginning to develop the current plans, his 

planners had studied the site (i.e., topography, soils), the layout of the community 

(both urban and more rural), and to a certain extent the community’s land use 

patterns.  They concluded that a minimal percentage of the community depended 

on the area in question, stressing that the land below was not conducive to 

agriculture and that access from the community high on the hilltop down to the 

escarpment below was extremely difficult, necessitating scaling down a steep 

rocky hillside, an activity few ever did.  Early issues of negotiation with the 

community, he explained, were seen to lay more in obtaining local permission and 

the easements which would be necessary to allow heavy construction equipment 

and materials through (in the short-term) and to permit tourists and workers to 

enter and exit the development (in the long-term).  Given that access would 

eventually be developed through boat and air transportation, this long-term access 

issue need not be great.   
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He explained that rather than a liability, the project provided the 

community with a unique opportunity vis à vis other communities around the 

Lake dependent upon tourism.  This project would promote and create all of the 

infrastructure and marketing necessary to bring tourists to the area, rather than 

each individual community member having to travel outside the community to 

find and market to the tourists.  The truth, he said, was that much of the activism 

against this project was organized and incited by people who were not even from 

the community, foreigners (English speaking) and leftist indigenous organizations 

such as COINDI, whose anti-development position was unrealistic and did not 

seek so much to help the people of San Jorge as to use them for their own political 

ends.   

What did I think of the situation?  What was I doing in these communities 

that gave me any insight into what they needed?, he then asked.  I was at a bit of a 

loss.  I told him that I was an anthropology graduate student, that at the moment I 

was working with another national development organization, AALA (a non-

governmental non-profit), on a project funded by an international donor agency, 

which was focused on the conservation and preservation of large tracks of land on 

the opposite side of the Lake.  Therefore, both literally and figuratively, I was 

coming at these issues from a completely different direction.  Despite all of this, 

however, in some respects the projects were very similar.  That although the 

targeted goals of preserving the area differed from the type of project that he was 

involved in, issues regarding the organization’s interface with the local 

community were very similar.   
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Both his for-profit private sector group and the not-for profit organization 

I was working with were run by very wealthy Guatemalans from the capital 

whose primary involvement with the Lake and its inhabitants was in relation to its 

value as a tourism destination.  Similarly, both had initiated over the course of the 

past several years large-scale development projects involving significant pieces of 

land, historically considered to be communal property and without, according to 

the organization’s directors’ own renditions of their institutional and project 

history, involving and at times informing the community in any significant way.  

In the early steps of initiating their projects, both had experienced significant 

setbacks, resulting in a temporary halting of activities.  When knowledge of their 

plans became public, the local reaction was very negative, resulting in everything 

from a quiet refusal to discuss any further plans to widespread organized protest 

aimed at halting the project.  Without going into much detail about the problems 

we were facing in Santiago Atitlán, I explained that, since few understood what 

the organization I was working with had attempted to do, we were only facing the 

former reaction, disinterest, while since the people of San Jorge knew what his 

organization was planning to do he was facing the latter, resistance.   

Both groups had made early strategic errors, based upon an outdated belief 

that indigenous communities would have to accept development on any terms.  

Although this had probably never been the case – there was always resistance - it 

was certainly not the case now.  Even the smallest communities had become 

organized and due to increasing connections with larger centers of employment 

and marketing, had connections with even better organized networks of 
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Guatemalans and foreigners.  They were not so much outside instigators, as part 

of a larger national and international network that one simply had to assume 

would be involved.  The press, human rights and environmental organizations, 

national and international, were also part of this process and could not be thought 

of as outsiders either instigating conflict or holding solutions to the problem.   

He asked if I would be interested sometime in the future in studying this 

situation and in trying to assess potential impacts and benefits.  If so, I could write 

up a kind of proposal that he and his colleagues could look at.  In that way 

perhaps he could allow me to talk to his people about what was going on, and 

look at the various angles of the project, from the planning perspective and that of 

the community.  I had to admit the situation surrounding the project was 

something that I thought deserved looking at more closely, and I did believe that 

one had to talk to all sides involved in order to understand what solutions would 

be possible.  This would, he emphasized, need to be something that the 

community had full knowledge was going on, as he did not want anyone to have 

the wrong idea about the project.  I assured him that the community would know 

everything that was going on and that no money would be ever be involved in 

such a situation, that I had funds, and that this would be independent research.  I 

admitted to him that I was concerned about the level of conflict that was involved, 

and was unsure where the situation would be by the time I was finished with my 

other obligations at other sites.  We parted with the promise that we would see 

what happened over the course of the next year and that sometime in the future, 

we would again be in touch.   
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That proposal, however, was never written.  After I completed the rest of 

the work I had to do in Guatemalan City that week, I returned to Santiago Atitlán, 

to the two rooms in the home of a kind elderly widow and her daughter, that we 

used in our office and resumed work.  Over the course of the next week, I, in 

passing, asked the people we were working with in the community and in the 

governmental and non-governmental organizations what they thought of what was 

going on across the lake with the planned development in San Jorge.  Many had 

not heard anything about it.  Those that had were furious.  There was along with 

anger, much speculation about who was behind the project: foreign investors, 

multi-national hotel chains, INGUAT, the list went on and on.  What was not in 

doubt however, was the outcome, which all agreed for many different reasons, 

would be disastrous. 

One afternoon, while at the DIGEBOS office in Santiago where I was 

going over some of the interviews the team had conducted, I decided to take a 

short break.  I stood up to stretch and take a look at the topographical map some 

members of our team had been working on for use in environmental education.  I 

looked down at the partially constructed white foam-core topographical map of 

the Lake Atitlán basin, trying in my mind to chart where each community and its 

municipal boundaries lay.  As I stared at it and its numerous coarse rippled layers, 

I began recalling all of the countless maps from all of the projects that I had been 

looking at over the years, superimposing each in turn on the rough unfinished 

landscape before me.  Like the thin pieces of foam-core board we had over the 

months been cutting out and layering, building up a simulation of the regional 
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topography, the visions of projects from over a half a decade one by one had been 

laid down upon the landscape of the region.  Every now and again, these projects 

and the superimposition of their visions and plans had left some visible trace on 

the landscape in the form of a building, a sign, or a newspaper or journal article.  

More often than not, however, the only traces that remained were in the memories 

of the local population, who, if asked, could recall the acronym of a long-departed 

organization (the full name of which they never knew), the first name of a ladino 

or foreign development worker, now long gone, or research project they had for 

an hour or two “participated in.” 

I ran my fingers over the white, unpainted layers of board, my fingers 

catching on the ragged edges, where the exacto-knife had not cut cleanly.  These, 

we told each other as we were tracing, cutting and gluing, we would clean-up 

later, once all the pieces were in place.  My colleague, Sharon Bauer, who was the 

engineer and organizational management specialist who had been helping with the 

research project and the construction of the topographical map had just left.  I too 

would be leaving within a couple of months, as would the other members of 

research team, Rolando, Elvira, and Felipe.  Realizing that we would most likely 

not finish the maqueta before the end of the research, it had been suggested that 

perhaps the children at the school, where we had done some talks on the Lake, 

could adopt the maqueta and finish it – making it a class project.  They would 

then be in charge cutting the final pieces and putting them in place, plastering the 

surface, smoothing these rough edges and defining what the final piece would 
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look like, if and how it would be used.  It was, after all in the end, going to be in 

their hands.   

I was, at that point, still completely committed to returning to Guatemala 

within several months.  I had received generous funding from four different 

sources for a year-and-a-half to two-years of research.  I had the support of my 

department and the agencies I wished to work with and knew what needed to be 

looked at.  I was going to study differing perceptions of sustainable development 

around the Lake as it pertained to tourism.  After working with numerous 

individuals and agencies involved in tourism over the years, I felt clear that 

tourism development was the most pressing issue here on the Lake, and that some 

of the issues being debated and strategies used here could truly serve to inform 

practitioners facing similar issues worldwide.   

However, over the past year, I had clearly felt that I was losing the 

optimism I had worked so hard to maintain during the previous five years.  I felt, 

contrary to the rhetoric of the time, that Guatemala, as the old saying went, was in 

so many ways getting worse, not better.  I knew, full-well, after my experiences 

conducting what (depending on the person and the time) some observers had 

termed “applied”, and others “activist” anthropology over the past six years, that 

my ability to influence anyone through information, developers or community 

members, was minimal.  Moreover, it seemed, that new concepts such as 

sustainability which promised more active roles for marginal, subaltern 

populations were, more often than not, being adopted and used to justify what 

were very old trends of elite populations exerting control over scarce valuable 
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resources.  “Dialogue,” “participation” and “power sharing” were used to draw 

“stakeholders” to the table, not with the intention that they were to participate in a 

discussion, but that they should listen and applaud, as this new generation of 

private sector planners presented their “proposals.”  Everything I was witnessing 

around the Lake that year, regardless of what side it came from, seemed to further 

confirm it.  I felt, as I had while walking away from the CONDORSA office that 

February afternoon, that as important as this project was, my researching it from 

either the community’s perspective or the development organizations would not 

act to positively influence the outcome.  I would only be a participant observer, 

and I felt that this was a train wreck I could not bear to watch happen.   

I was becoming tired, and sick, literally and figuratively.  Over the course 

of the final months of fieldwork in Santiago Atitlán, I fell sick, first with dengue 

fever, then malaria, and finally the chicken pox.  These were common everyday 

diseases that were coursing through the bocacosta and Santiago Atitlán where I 

and the members of our field team were working, leveling adults and children, 

locals and foreigners with the same equal and indiscriminate severity.  Far from 

immune from the diseases and pressures faced by local people, these illnesses 

served to further delay work on a project no one wanted in a town where no one 

wanted more Guatemala City and foreign NGOs.  Moreover, it frustrated the 

project’s Director who, from his Guatemala City office, demanded that we were 

not producing the kind of information and results he needed to get his proposal to 

government agencies approved and for international funders to allocate additional 

funding.  These diseases greatly weakened me in the field and for the following 
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year, which I spent in Austin, during which time I reconsidered many aspects of 

my work and life and my decision to continue working and trying to participate in 

any more “dialogues” in Guatemala.  Initiated by a spate of illnesses that local 

people said could have only been caused by the curse of Maximón (which to this 

day, I do consider an active element of that period), I never did return to 

Guatemala, or finish writing some of the final report evaluations I had 

outstanding, much less proposals for new work.   

Although I agonized greatly about not returning and leaving these aspects 

of work and life in progress unfinished, in reality my absence had little effect.  

The results of our research were picked up by the director of the organization who 

presented them at international meetings, the Jaibal conflict continued, and the 

Pérez women went on to create a highly successful weaving cooperative and to 

tour Canada, hosted by an international refugee organization.  All of those with 

whom I worked continued quite unencumbered by the loss of a single gringa who, 

in the words of the national police on the highway the day of my return from San 

Francisco (California), was never needed in the highlands anyway.  
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CHAPTER 7 

Conclusion 

Mayas, Mundomayistas, and the Meta-Maya:                              
Survival, Discussions, and Ongoing Efforts to Make Sense of 

Revolution, Reform, and Revitalization 

SETTING THE AGENDA FOR “TOURISM UNTIL THE YEAR 2000” 

We sipped rich dark Guatemalan-grown coffee out of fine white china 

cups, and stood in small groups out in one of the large greeting halls in Guatemala 

City’s El Dorado hotel, while participants from around the country and the world 

lined up to register for La Cámara de Turismo de Guatemala’s (CAMTUR) July 

1992 conference “Turismo y la Década de los ‘90”240 or what was being referred 

to among speakers as “Turismo hacia el Año 2000” (Tourism until the year 2000).  
                                                 
240 3er. Congresso Nacional de Turismo: Turismo y la Década de los ’90 (Tourism and the 
Decade of the ‘90s).  July 30 and 31, 1992.  Hotel El Dorado, Guatemala City.  The conference 
was organized by the Cámara de Turismo de Guatemala and was cosponsored by numerous 
governmental and private sector agencies involved in tourism and supporting sector work, 
representing some of the strongest promoters and participants in the area at the time, and many of 
the most established entities whose materials we have discussed throughout this work.  These co-
sponsors include Aire, Mar y Tierra; American Airlines, Antigua’s Spa Resort, Asociación 
Guatemalteca de Líneas Aéreas (AGLA), Aviateca, Aviones Comerciales, S.A.; Bodegas Vadillo, 
Clark Tours, Continental Airlines, Cocinas del Aire, Copa, Cordón & Quezada, Publicidad, 
D.H.L., Diario El Gráfico, Distribuidora Marte, Futura Travel, GBM – IBM, Gremial de 
Arrendadores de Automóviles; Gremial de Hoteles de Izabal; Guatours; Hotel Atitlán; Hotel del 
Centro; Hotel Izabal Tropical; Hoteles Camino Real de Guatemala; Hotel Cortijo Reforma; Hotel 
del Lago; Hotel El Dorado; Hotel Plaza; Hotel Villla Española; Hoteles Villas de Guatemala; 
Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo (INGUAT), Instituto Mixto de Turismo “COACTEMALAN”, 
Lineas Aéreas Costarricences (LACSA), Licorera “La Nacional”, Maya Tours, Mexicana de 
Aviación, Mundinet de Guatemala, Neys Viajes y Turismo, Pepsi, Rendisa Café Quetzal, S.A.A.M.; 
Secretaría de RR.. PP. de la Presidencia; Servicios Turísticos del Petén; S.H. Liang; Siglo XXI; 
Sombol; Special Travel Services; Transportes Rem-Galgos; Tropical Tours; Turicentro Tiosh 
Abaj; Turismo Kim Arrin; United Airlines and Unitour (Conference material insert, 3er Congreso 
Nacional de Turismo, 1992). 
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I stood in a small informal grouping of five people casually chatting, each of us in 

turn introducing ourselves by name, giving our institutional affiliation and title, 

saying a bit about our area of work and handing the others our card.  A private 

tour operator, a representative from INGUAT, another from CAMTUR, and the 

owner of several small hotels were among them.   

As we stood chatting, I glanced around the hall at the small groups and the 

individuals circulating among them.  I studied the well-tailored business suits, the 

briefcases, the expensive designer purses, and the kind of shoes people were 

wearing.  I watched as the older established sector leaders who stood casually 

talking with one another were slowly surrounded by young interns who, once in 

place, silently stood, waiting and listening, hoping for the opportunity to meet 

these well known businesspeople, politicians and planners (the patrons and 

patronas of this community).  These meetings were these young peoples’ chance 

to make a connection that, if they made a good impression and had luck, would 

help them move from their University internships or low paying part-time jobs in 

tourism into a higher, more lucrative position at an internationally or at least 

nationally recognized institution.  As I scanned the room, I saw Roberto Godoy, 

one of these established leaders, as he warmly greeted colleagues throughout the 

hall.  He was there on special invitation to participate in the meetings and working 

groups as the representative of the Mundo Maya.  Although he preferred 

fieldwork to conferences, he was very good at this - introducing people to one 

another, getting them talking and then moving on to connect some other people.  

My observations of the traffic of patrons, clients and facilitating intermediaries in 
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this busy marketplace were interrupted by a courteous young woman in an 

expensive white suit and high heels, who approached us, inviting us to finish our 

coffee and please take our seats in the large conference hall within.  It was 8:45 

am.  Time to begin.   

Searching for subtle signs of change: carefully stepping inside in order to 
bring benefits home 

I joined some of the representatives I knew from INGUAT and together 

we staked out a section of seats.  However, we did not sit down, but stood 

surveying the room to see if there were any other participants we knew, or ones 

we would like to meet.  As I always did in situations such as these, I began 

scanning the room trying to assess the group’s composition: approximate ages, the 

male to female ratio, and other externally visible class markers such as clothes, 

jewelry, hair and makeup.  I then tried, to the best of my ability, to assess the 

foreign to national ratios and to determine whether there were any indigenous 

people present.  Both of these were more difficult, given the gray scale of 

“difference” (be it considered ethnic, racial, class or nationality) that existed in 

Guatemala.  In addition to looking at clothes, hair styles, what kind of bags people 

carried, what they were writing with and on (pens vs. pencils, colorful school 

book style notepads vs. black leather binders), I looked at where people were 

sitting, and with whom.  As I flipped open my beautiful new black leather bound 

conference folder with its bright orange, green, red and purple típica inlaid cover 

(the one every participant received as part of our conference packet), I was struck 

by the beauty and attention the planners had given to such a marketing detail, and 

again by the irony that this perfectly tailored cover was the only form of hand 
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woven cloth I could see in this room.  That is to say, there was no one in traje 

there, at least not as of yet.  Finally, and most tellingly, I listened as best I could 

for languages and accents.  All around me the room buzzed with conversations in 

Spanish, English, German, Italian and even French, but I heard no Kaqchikel or 

Tz’utujil or anything else that sounded Mayan.   

I spotted a few young men who were not wearing formal suits, and did not 

sit in large groups of institution representatives or consultants and were not 

handing out their cards, but sat alone with small white notebooks, looking over 

the day’s agenda and surveying the crowd.  I knew that innovative members of 

INGUAT such as Alfredo Gómes Davis and others had over the years been 

actively encouraging young indigenous men and women involved in community 

tourism development projects to learn more about what was going on at higher 

levels.  Although they were in no way in the majority, there were those within 

large institutions who wanted these new young community leaders to be aware of 

what was being planned, take part, influence or at the very least be better prepared 

to negotiate improved terms of exchange and benefits for their communities.  

Over the years, I had seen a number of such young men at meetings.  Although 

ladina and international women were very common in the field, I had not met any 

indigenous women as of yet in such settings.  This meeting, while targeted 

primarily at those working in hotel, travel agency, restaurant, airline, tour 

operating and transportation related businesses and promoted primarily through 

the CAMTUR’s circular and bulletin, had also been advertised in the general 

press and was open to unaffiliated individuals and the general public, technically 
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leaving the door open to whoever was interested.  Hence, there was at least a 

chance that some representatives from these project affected indigenous 

communities were here. 

I had just begun moving towards the aisle to go and talk to one of these 

young men, when my young female friend from INGUAT, who stood next to me, 

slipped her arm through mine, nodded in the young man’s direction and teasingly 

asked me if I was looking for someone “in particular”?  I quickly answered “No.”  

She looked at me, narrowed her eyes in mock suspicion, showing that she knew 

this was not the truth.  I laughed as she teased me about the pros and cons of 

approaching handsome young men sitting alone.  I joked back that she had found 

me out; that I was looking for someone in particular, but was not sure that he had 

arrived yet.  My true intentions were quite different than those she implied.  What 

I was looking for in this crowd was someone -or some sign- that the dialogue 

about the country’s future was indeed opening, beyond ladino/a planners and 

entrepreneurs and foreign investors, consultants and the occasional 

analyst/researcher.  I wanted to see whether the powerful decision making circles 

that determined the direction of the industry were being penetrated, not just by a 

new generation of elite planners and foreign consultants, but by members of the 

project affected populations that the industry leaders claimed to represent and 

benefit.   

Over the course of the conference, I was to learn that, as I had suspected 

and hoped, these individuals were there, presente.  Most were young indigenous 

men training to be guides and tour operators for their communities and regions.  
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Their goal was to understand the larger system and how it worked (i.e., 

regulations, systems of taxation and accreditation, the potential of various 

markets, where their communities and regions fit into the new campaigns being 

launched) so that local entrepreneurs in their areas could take advantage of what, 

until then, only outsiders had managed to benefit from.  However, these young 

men, like the more progressive individuals within institutions such as INGUAT, 

were very few.  Moreover, they were scattered, silent and showed few outward 

signs of their “difference” and “cultural heritage,” in the parlance of my discipline 

and the industry I was studying.  Nevertheless, they were no longer only out on 

the street as commodified representatives of the Mayan Culture, acting as Cojtí 

and others had often lamented as objectos folklóricos.  Now they were inside, 

sitting among some of the region’s most powerful decision-makers: watching, 

listening, taking notes, and “participating,” albeit for the moment only 

peripherally.  Although part of me still kept watch for more easily identifiable, 

overt signs of change and displays of “counter-hegemonic discursive and non-

discursive acts,” such overt demonstrations were not to be.241  At least not here 

and not now.  I soon realized the conservative wisdom of such decisions.  As the 

day began and the morning’s proceedings unfolded, I and everyone in that room 

were enthusiastically encouraged by the conference organizers and speakers to 

talk, share our experiences and work together, but reminded, just as clearly, that 

we should keep our expectations, thoughts and actions in check.  Although we 

were told to think about the world in a global way and envision a future in which 
                                                 
241 This is not to suggest that there were not however many displays of power by the State 
throughout the proceedings, which clearly defined where we were, who we were in dialogue with, 
and the terms under which such discussions would take place. 
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free socio-economic exchange existed, everything around us reminded us that we 

were still in Guatemala in 1992. 

Not so subtle reminders where, when and with whom we are in dialogue 

The morning’s events moved along as the heads of the major 

governmental institutions greeted and laid out their plans for the conference for 

the next two days, and the country and region for the next decade.  The Directors 

of CAMTUR and INGUAT both spoke in presentations that alternated with those 

by various heads of State242  At one point, the moderator asked that we wait for a 

few moments, while they set up for the next speaker: the President of the 

Republic, Ing. Jorge Serrano Elias.  The moderator asked that we please stay in 

our seats, as we would be starting presently.  The room immediately began to 

buzz with the hum of people, louder than earlier that morning as people, leaning 

over the backs of their chairs, strained to talk to one another.  The loud buzz 

suddenly fell off.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw why.  Two long lines of 

young men in the familiar kaibil uniform quietly moved down the aisles on either 

side of the room, fanning out along the front, sides, and back.  They were young, 

serious and had a certain hardened, weathered look to them that stood out against 

the soft lights and looks of the population that they were encircling.  The skin of 

their faces was much darker than that of the conference participants, who before 

                                                 
242 The Thursday, July 30th  morning proceeding was as follows: “Discurso del Presidente de 
CAMTUR Lic. Arturo Pellecer; Solemne inauguración por parte del Presidente de la República, 
Ing. Jorge Serrano Elias; Servicio de café; ‘El Dessarrollo del Turismo de Guatemala hacia el 
Año 2000 – Expositor: Sra. Claudia Arenas Bianchi, Directora de INGUAT; ‘El Turismo como 
Alternative de Desarrollo Económico hacia el Año 2000.  Un Compromiso 
Guberrnamental/Acciones’ –Expositor: Lic. Jorge Guillermo Arauz Aguilar.  Vice-Ministro de 
Economia; Comentarista Arquitecto Federico Fahsen, Ex-Director del Instituto Guatemalteco de 
Turismo” (Programa General, Jueves 30 de Julio, 3er Congreso Nacional de Turismo, 1992). 
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my very eyes seemed to turn a shade paler as the young men with guns walked by 

them.243   

Once the hall and participants were encircled (“secured”) the young 

soldiers stood at attention, each holding across their chests, in plain view, the fully 

loaded galils that had become so (in)famous in Guatemala.  I could not help 

notice that the young kaibil standing several seats away from me to my left had 

his finger rested right above, but not on the trigger.  By that point, the room had 

fallen relatively quiet.  Everyone sat looking ahead or glancing back at the 

entry/exit doors, occasionally whispering in low tones to the person next to them.  

Finally, Serrano walked in.  People respectfully stood up and the room burst into 

loud applause.  “Oh, it’s the President!” I thought to myself as I stood up and 

joined in the applause, remembering back to that moment in the INGUAT offices, 

understanding at last the reference.  But no one here was smiling, laughed, or 

seemed relaxed.  Oddly, however, it was somewhat of a relief to have Serrano 

there now.  It shifted the focus away from us and the soldiers, a somewhat tense 

moment of standard precaution in which we, the population at hand, were being 

surveyed and assessed as potential security threats.  Moreover, his presence 

provided an explainable justification for the high “security.”  My colleague from 

INGUAT leaned over to assure me that this was nothing and that the President 

always had to travel with them, as a precaution.  I smiled and nodded, thanking 

her.  Although I was attentive, I was not concerned, as I had been that day in the 
                                                 
243 As I and everyone knew most of the military, including this elite squad, came from more 
modest economic backgrounds-and were often from rural indigenous areas.  I mention this event 
because it was a moment in which the ethnic, racial and class dynamics of civil/society state 
relations in Guatemala were so visible captured and embodied in the social actors who produced 
and reproduced those relations (willingly or unwillingly, actively or passively). 
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marketplace at Panajachel with Francisco and Carlotta.  I and the others around 

me knew that this was more something of display than something to be feared in 

terms of our own personal security.  Nevertheless, it made a point, reminding 

everyone where we were, with whom we were in dialogue, and the context in and 

terms under which such discussions were going to take place.244 

Notes and other observations 

I sat and listened, took notes and, as a back-up, audio taped Serrano’s 

speech.245  Indeed, I recorded all of the speeches of all of the presenters over those 

two days.  From these micro-cassettes, I could discuss numerous elements of what 

the President said.  I could summarize his discussion of the undeniable 

importance of tourism today, the need to overcome the negative image that 

Guatemala has suffered from internationally, the growing peace and stability that 

had opened so many new opportunities for Guatemalans and foreigners alike, the 

great potential and significance of the Mundo Maya project, Guatemala’s rich 

cultural and natural resources and heritage, and the great strides being made to 

preserve of areas of important environmental importance such as the bahias and 

biotopes along the Eastern seaboard.  In doing so, I could run through the roster of 

all of the projects, areas, and programs that I have discussed in this dissertation, 

checking them off one by one.  Indeed, I could analyze his speech for days.  

Similarly, I could present analyses of presentations of the numerous other 

                                                 
244 Within a year (May 1993) of this event, Serrano would stage an auto-coup.  Although 
unsuccessful, his actions and the tenor of the CAMTUR event clearly demonstrated that 
authoritarian governing styles were still very much part of civilian approaches to governance.  
245 However, I don’t think I really processed much of what he said at the time, I was so distracted 
by the dynamics of the event itself, and what it meant within the context of this work. 
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ministers, vice-ministers, ex-vice ministers, ex-directors, and consultants who 

presented over the two day event, a who’s who of industry leaders and what’s 

what of sector activities.  There were sessions dedicated to the role of tourism in 

economic planning, projections (goals and activities) for tourism in neighboring 

countries such as Mexico, investments in tourism and incentives to the sector, 

support services for travel agencies, the availability of land for tourism 

development and the potential of the North American market for Guatemala.  

These were followed by presentations on security and its effects on tourism 

development, tourism and the environment – the appropriate use of resources, and 

the most recent work taking place in model pilot projects in the Mayan Biosphere 

in the Petén.  These were followed by closed round table working groups on 

investment, security, the environment, and marketing, in which key decision 

makers could discuss pressing issues.  However, since this chapter is the 

conclusion to this dissertation, and not the introduction, I will only make a few 

observations.   

In terms of national importance, the Guatemalan tourism industry was 

considered by industry leaders, politicians, and international analysts to have 

made “significant progress” as an industry since the late 1970s and early 1980s.  

Tourism as an economic activity was no longer taken so lightly and no longer 

considered a “gracioso complemento” to the country’s economy, as it had been 

when the then director of INGUAT Alvaro Arzú lobbied for its importance with a 

disinterested Guatemalan government and private sector nearly two decades 

earlier.  It was now recognized as a powerful driving force in the Guatemalan 
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economy and, at least for a few days, held the attention of the nation’s highest 

level politicians and institutions.  However, six years after the election of Vinicio 

Cerezo, Guatemala and Guatemalan businesses were still recovering from and 

struggling with the negative impacts of the unfavorable press coverage (the “bad 

impression” some elements of the international community had of it) it had and 

continued to receive, based upon its civil war, history of and ongoing human 

rights abuses and unstable political situation.  As governmental representatives 

such as Arzú and de Landis had in the late 1970s and early 1980s, many 

government officials in the early 1990s still felt as though these impressions, 

despite current events, were unjust and not merited.  They felt that Guatemala was 

unfairly being targeted for criticism by “outsiders” who did not understand the 

complexities of the situation, the daily threats decision-makers faced, and should 

focus on bettering their own societies rather than focusing on the shortcomings of 

their Latin American neighbors.   

Despite these obstacles, presenters stressed that many advances were 

being made.  New programs and projects for a new post-conflict era and more 

sophisticated international market had been launched, the shining star of which 

was the Mundo Maya.  This international collaborative program brought together 

five countries, several of which saw tourism as a vehicle for helping to reconstruct 

and restructure their post-conflict societies, sustainably develop the cultural and 

natural resources they still possessed and address social and economic equity 

issues in their populations.  It offered Guatemala the chance to restore regional 

unity, build an economic negotiating block, strengthen and expand their market 
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share and transcend the uncertainty of their own political and economic future by 

linking together with more stable neighboring countries.  As presenter after 

presenter took the podium, loaded their carousels of slides, and projected their 

charts and slides in front of us onto wide screens, larger than life photographic 

images of indigenous people in traje filled the room.  Only in this form did 

indigenous people, so clearly identifiable by traditional external ethnic markers, 

as Richard N. Adams (1989) would describe such characteristics and systems of 

social identification, ever appear at this conference. 

Sara Skidmore, the Director of the Menio Consulting Group from San 

Francisco, California, who spoke on the potential of the North American market 

for Guatemala, explained that according to her company’s recent research, 

destination selection criteria for those most interested in visiting Guatemala were 

ordered in the following way ranging from the greatest to least important: scenic 

beauty, safety, cost, historical attractions, friendliness and the presence of a 

distinct culture.  The slides that were to follow this listing showed highland 

markets, indigenous women in marketplaces, indigenous men in traje playing the 

marimba, glyphs, and stelae.  More quickly than I could write down, images of 

típica, indigenous women weaving on backstrap looms, a tour on a boat on Lake 

Atitlán and of people snorkeling, skin diving and fishing flickered across the 

screen before us.  Although the criteria in her analysis seemed to make clear 

distinctions between these categories (i.e., scenic beauty, historical attractions, 

and distinct culture), in Guatemala these categories all blurred together, with, as 
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her own graphics clearly illustrated, the supposedly least important (distinct 

culture) always dominating the visual spectrum.   

Skidmore concluded that among the most important things necessary to 

convince more North Americans to come to Guatemala were  
 
1) The protection of those things that are of interest to the tourist (i.e., the 

environment, archeological sites, etc.) 
2) The ability to guarantee tourists’ personal safety 
3) Increasing promotions of the destination among consumer markets 
4) Keeping international tourism agencies informed of offerings, and 
5) Improving the coordination between the product and the market. 

I watched as these images of Guatemala and the recommendations of how 

the country, its people and the landscapes they inhabited (the product) should be 

marketed to North Americans (the market) were, out of the darkness in which we 

silently sat, so clearly projected on the two dimensional screen in front of us.  I 

tried to reconcile what I was watching and hearing with what I knew about the 

last twenty years of tourism development, U.S.-Guatemalan relations, and 

Guatemala’s ethnic and class conflict.  Although Skidmore’s presentation was 

professional, well researched, clearly presented and well received, it made me feel 

immensely tired and in need of a strong drink.   

Discussing change while sipping cocktails “in the eye of the storm” 

At the cocktail party following this final talk of the day, I asked a 

Guatemalan colleague “What about the plans for expanding the market into 

Europe?” I asked.  “Why such a strong focus on the U.S.?”  The response was that 

while they were interested in cultivating Europe as an alternative, one could never 

stop thinking about the U.S.  With a wink, he noted that North Americas, whether 
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Guatemalans liked it or not, were everywhere and that even though the goal was 

to get out from a dependent situation with the U.S., it was still necessary to know 

how to get along with and, when necessary, attract your wealthiest neighbor.  This 

was much like the logic I had heard used in San Juan La Laguna by poorer 

women who with need, appreciation and sometimes resentment relied on 

wealthier locals and marketers to move their goods to the market.  Similarly, it 

was the rationale used by the Pérez women vis a vis their patronas.  Spotting a 

friend of his across the room, my colleague bid me goodbye.  I stood for a 

moment, feeling adrift.  I looked around at the festive conference participants 

(planners, politicians and international consultants) and felt what Edelberto 

Torres-Rivas would aptly described a year later when describing the late 1980s 

and early 1990s transition period: “as if in the eye of the storm.”  Indeed Torres-

Rivas was correct when he wrote that 

(b)y the end of the decade, Central Americans began to adjust to the 
unsettled calm, as if in the eye of a storm, while they faced anew the 
momentous task of rebuilding a society ravaged by a decade of war and 
economic adversity (Torres-Rivas 1993:119). 

Here we were standing, safe inside, guarded, with drinks in hand, in the 

eye of the storm, “discussing plans to rebuild a society ravaged by a decade of 

war and economic adversity.”  I remembered the words of an old friend, a North 

American Central America activist, who had often chided me for my interest in 

the work of planners in Guatemala:  “Jennifer, no true lasting change was ever 

settled over a cup of coffee.”  Much less a cocktail, I thought.  I set down my 

drink, gathered my things, and walked out.  I had rarely, if ever, found myself in 

agreement with the perspective of many U.S.-based Central America activists 
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(outside or inside of academic) who I felt tended to simplify and, to varying 

extents, romanticize the social situation of Central American countries undergoing 

revolutionary conflict, indeed showed a morbid fascination with revolution, war, 

and the human suffering it generated.  Nor, over time, could I pay serious 

attention as they villianized one sector of the population while celebrating the 

other, a tendency that much to my regret I too had naively ascribed to for some 

time.  Nevertheless, I felt I had had enough for the moment.  But I would be back 

tomorrow.  I would not give up.  Even if I could not influence the outcome, I 

would at least document the process.  That, in the wise and patient words of Juan 

Pablo Vidaurre who continued with his work despite the odds, had to be worth 

something. 

After all, as I mentioned earlier in Chapter 2, this was a storm that was far 

from over.  Guatemala and the U.S. were still locked together in a terribly tense 

and what seemed like doomed embrace: needing and desiring, but resenting, 

fearing, and, more often than not, hating one another.  This need, desire, 

resentment, fear and hate had been palpable so often over the six years over which 

I had conducted this work, as had the enduring need for financing, logistical 

support and access to resources and markets.  However, I knew that there was 

much work being done in Guatemala and between Guatemalans and foreigners 

who were trying to avoid reproducing the kind of relationships that had dominated 

our respective histories.  I was determined that I would not leave until that aspect 

of the story had at least in part been told.  

 603



OTHER INTERNATIONAL WORK, CONFERENCES, AND AGENDAS  

However, I would have to leave Guatemala in order to find clear examples 

of such work, and to meet the individuals (Guatemalans and North Americans) 

who were working on it.  Much to my surprise, I found that what I had been 

searching for at public conferences in Guatemala was taking place literally in my 

own back yard, at the University of Texas, in the conference halls of the Maya 

Meetings, organized by UT professor Linda Schele and her colleagues.246  Here 

members of the North American, European (Eastern and Western), and Latin 

American academic community came together with members of the Mayan 

revitalization movement to discuss glyph decipherment.247  In these conference 

halls and seminar rooms, academics and the Mayan intellectuals and scholars they 

had worked with for years sat together, analyzing the past, defining new working 

agendas for the present, and redefining the guidelines for future national and 

international collaborative relationships and team research.  

                                                 
246 Linda Schele published a significant amount of work related to Mayan glyph decipherment, 
one of the seminal being the book she co-authored with David Friedel in 1990 entitled A forest of 
kings: the untold story of the ancient Maya.  Friedel and Shele also co-authored along with Joy 
Parker Maya cosmos: three thousand years on the shaman’s path.  For a history of Linda Shele 
and her colleagues work, see Michael Coe’s 1992 Breaking the Maya Code and The Maya (1993).  
The work of these people helped to popularize Mayan studies and glyph work leading to numerous 
publications within numerous mainstream English language magazines in the United States 
including National Geographic and Time (Michael Lemonick’s 1992 “Lost Secrets of the Maya,” 
August 9, pp. 44-50). 
247 “Begun in 1977 as a two-evening workshop on Maya hieroglyphic writing, the Maya Meetings 
have evolved into a 10-day series of conferences, lectures, teaching practica, and ‘think-tank’ style 
research workshops.  Since their inception, the Maya Meetings have been at the cutting edge of 
research into the fascinating culture of the Ancient Maya of Mexico and Central America” 
(http://www.utexas.edu/research/chaac/conferences_and_meetings.html). The Maya Meetings 
took place throughout my time at the University of Texas at Austin.  The meetings I attended 
during that time were directed by Linda Schele, Peter Mathews, and Nicholai Grube. 
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Translations, revisions, and revivals 

Of all forms of academic inquiry at the time, glyph decipherment was to 

have some of the greatest impact on work related to Maya studies and its 

popularization during the period we have discussed in this work (e.g., 1970s, 

1980s, and 1990s).  Glyph decipherment, which began with the early work of 

German archeologist Edward Seler and Alfred Percival Maudslay, an English 

amateur archeologist of independent means,248 had been followed by efforts to 

decipher the Mayan codices in the 1950s and latter by the teamwork of 

internationally famous group of epigraphers in the 1980s.  Both J. Eric Thompson 

(an English Mayanist) and Sylvanus Morely of the Carnegie Institution of 

Washington, whose work had dominated the field during the 1950s, had 

interpreted the Classic Maya as peaceful theocratic society dedicated to fields of 

scientific inquiry such as astronomy and mathematics.  Moreover, they believed 

that they could deduce certain past practices from those of current Mayan 

populations, strengthening the foundation for numerous subsequent continuity-

based theories.  Like their work, these were interpretations that dominated the 

field for many years, during which time little advancement was made on the idea 

of the glyphs as phonetic writing.   

                                                 
248 Seler contributed to the study of Maya stelae and glyphs, by combining archeological data with 
the study of colonial era Spanish documents, which helped him to chart out the calendar.  In 1881, 
Maudslay visited Quirigua, which marked the beginning of ten years of exploration of Mayan 
cities, during which he mapped sites, copied inscriptions, and made countless life-size paper and 
plaster casts which were sent back to the British Museum in London for display and storage.  
Although Seler and Maudslay’s work offered significant contributions to understanding what is 
known as the Long Count calendar and helped to date a number of the stelae and inscriptions at 
lowland sites, neither significantly advanced work in the area of decipherment and translation.  
For a more complete history of this work see Ian Graham’s 2002 book Alfred Maudslay and the 
Maya. 
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It was not until the 1970s that researchers began expanding their field of 

inquiry and questioning some of these positions.  Over the course of the decade, 

interest within archeology expanded to include inquiries into the everyday life of 

the Classic Maya: agricultural practices, daily settlements, and social geography.  

In 1973 researchers involved in archeology, epigraphy, art history, and social 

anthropology met at a conference at Palenque, among which were Linda Schele, 

Peter Mathews, and Floyd Lounsbury.  Using what was known regarding prefixes, 

verbs and titles they began charting the history of Palenque’s rulers.  Informal 

meetings continued between Schele, Mathews, Lounsbury and some of their other 

colleagues in which they sought to translate not just individual glyphs, but entire 

bodies of work.  As the corpus of material increased and the community of 

interested scholars grew, meetings and workshops were opened to a much broader 

public (the founding of the Maya Meetings in Austin), serving as an important 

international forum for the intellectual and political work taking place in the area.   

By the beginning of the 1980s, decipherment had progressed to such a 

point that it had radically transformed the way in which foreign and Guatemalan 

scholars, including members of the nascent Mayan revitalization movement, 

viewed “Mayan civilization.”  No longer were the “ancient Maya” portrayed as 

society governed by peaceful priests and astronomers, but rather as warlike 

empires of city-states ruled by kings who held power by divine right, a 

relationship which they renewed and strengthened through periodic rituals 

involving bloodletting.  The plazas and temples being excavated and 

reconstructed by archeologists were no longer being interpreted as ceremonial 
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centers simply for privately studying the stars and communicating with the gods, 

but for creating public secular displays of power in which leaders communicated 

their religious and secular power to their people, who lived in and around these 

busy dynamic urban areas.  

The work of these researchers did much to popularize knowledge about 

Classic Mayan civilization.  Results, and the process by which they were 

produced, provided a whole new area of discussion about a more detailed and 

empowering past which many members of the growing Mayan revitalization 

movement embraced, as they began studying their history, questioning established 

official national narratives of conquest and colonization, and even adopting the 

markers not of their home communities, but of this new social movement and 

these distant ancestors.  The wearing of a dark blue indigo jacket with strips of 

típica and a glyph was throughout the 1990s a sign of cultural awareness and 

involvement in the revitalization movement, not the adoption of community based 

traje.  Numerous young men in the revitalization movement stopped cutting their 

hair and began to grow out their locks and wear it in a ponytail in the back, 

referencing not the North American hippies they had been surrounded by for the 

last three decades, but the leaders and warriors of the Classic period depicted in 

the glyphs.  In some cases, these young activists and scholars even adopted the 

names of the great dynastic leaders: one of the most charismatic and outspoken 

during the period I was doing work, was fittingly named Pakal.   

However, there were other unforeseen consequences of these 

reinterpretations.  The military began using these new readings, reconfiguring 
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them into a rude historic rationalization for the kinds of current violence it as an 

institution had perpetrated.  The logic followed the line that the Maya population 

had always been violent and warlike and hence the military’s actions were not 

really an initiation/instigation of violence against a peaceful population, but a 

justifiable response to ongoing historical violence (another aspect of the 

continuity argument).  Many members of the Mayan revitalization movement 

publicly questioned the meta-narratives used in these re-interpretations and the 

kind of uses made of such new foreign produced narratives (i.e., their use by the 

military).  Last but not least, renewed popular interest (in the form of magazine 

and travel section articles) brought on by new “discoveries” about the 

“Mysterious Maya” (peppered with repeated references to bloodletting and human 

sacrifices) stimulated a new wave of travel to the area.  This notion of an era of 

new discoveries and historical revision provided tourism planners working within 

the Mundo Maya Organization with the perfect narrative framework for their 

promotions and attempts to revive old routes to access new markets. 

Reviving old routes to reconnect Guatemala with the rest of the world  

The notion of reviving ancient Mayan trade routes had long been imagined 

by tourism planners, who drew on the work of a century and a half of research of 

American, European, Latin American and Russian explorers, anthropologists, 

linguists, epigraphers and art historians to identify and prioritize sites, structure 

itineraries, and create the narrative content for tours.  The elaborate visual and 

textual documentation of the explorations of John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick 

Catherwood presented in the seminal texts Incidents of Travel in Central America, 
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Chiapas, and Yucatan (1841) and Incidents of Travel in Yucatan (1843), which 

were some of the first to present Maya civilization to American and European 

audiences in the 1840s, became the touchstone for future international interest in 

the region and many later travel materials and tourism narratives, including those 

used by promoters working within the Mundo Maya.   

The aura of mystique that surrounds the ancient Maya civilization is no 
doubt linked to the fascinating archeological discoveries that took place 
during the 19th century.  As soon as explorers like Stephens and 
Catherwood began to wrest the secrets of this ancient civilization from the 
jungle the land of the Maya became an exciting destination for passionate 
travelers eager to explore the ruins for themselves (Enlance Mundo Maya, 
Quarterly, No. 1, August 1992). 

The Mundo Maya has been the focus of much admiration since last 
century when archaeological expeditions such as Stephens and 
Catherwood’s brought to the world’s attention some of the secrets of this 
impressive civilization which evolved in what is today Guatemala, 
Mexico, Honduras, El Salvador and Belize (“The Birth of the Mundo 
Maya”, Mundo Maya, brochure, Secretaria Ejecutiva Mundo Maya 
Boletin Informativo No. 4 Abr. 93/May 93). 

Indeed, the images depicted in Stephens and Catherwoods’ writings and 

drawings of American and European gentlemen explorers walking through the 

jungle with their Indian guides and pack animals, stumbling upon (“discovering” 

or “rediscovering”) partially exposed pre-Colombian/Mayan structures, captured 

the imaginations of their upper-class European and American audiences, igniting 

interest among explorers, academics and collectors.  This international interest in 

“the Maya” led to numerous research and restoration projects of structures 

throughout the Mesoamerican region by both amateur and professional 

archeologists who, privately and institutionally funded, worked to excavate and 
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reconstruct structures and interpret artifacts encountered in the process, the most 

provocative of which, as has been mentioned, were the glyphs.   

Archeological work sponsored by major U.S. research institutions 

beginning as early as the late 1800s helped to develop some of the most well 

developed sites within the routes of today’s Mundo Maya.  During the 1870s, 

Harvard University began sponsoring archeological teams to survey the lowlands, 

mapping cities, and initiating excavations at Quirigua and Copan, the latter of 

which continues to be one of the Department of Anthropology and Peabody 

Museum’s most noted archeological projects.  Sylvanus Morely, who began his 

work of mapping out the major sites much later, greatly contributed to 

popularization of Maya studies.  Unlike some of his contemporaries, who tended 

to focus on one site, Morely visited many areas, trying to get a notion of all the 

sites and their interconnections.  His renditions however were not considered very 

accurate, resulting in information that was of little help in advancing 

decipherment work.  Notwithstanding, his participation did have long-term impact 

on the region.  The Carnegie Institution, where Morely worked, became deeply 

involved in the study of Mayan sites and much of the subsequent restoration work 

of many of the sites that now are featured tourism sites in Mexico.  Since Morely, 

efforts to chart numerous sites and understand their interconnections have, as we 

have seen from our discussion in this dissertation, been undertaken by countless 

cartographers, a process that has been repeated by generations of explorers, 

academics, planners and tourists.   

As time passed, news of the area was passed on from students and 
explorers to other kinds of travelers, less likely to put up with the 
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discomforts associated with this kind of travel.  Nevertheless, they arrived 
in sufficient numbers to stimulate a tourism service industry in the region.  
During the 20th century, tourism in the Maya region continued to increase.  
At the same time, the international tourism industry went through such a 
boom that today no fewer than 500 million travelers a year are packing 
their bags and heading off on trips.  Nevertheless, the Maya region was 
capturing only a very small percentage of this international market.  Given 
the enormous tourism potential that the area possesses, tourism industry 
representatives throughout the region have developed strategies to capture 
a larger share of the international market.  The strategies developed by the 
interested parties were incorporated under the umbrella of the Mundo 
Maya project (Enlance Mundo Maya, Quarterly, No. 1, August 1992). 

So, what happened to all of the plans that had been made for the Mundo 

Maya and the projections and strategies of the Mundomayistas?  I wondered when 

I left in 1994, if the entire project would become yet another defunct idea, the 

plans of which were sketched out in government offices, but later passed over or 

discarded.  Would the Mundo Maya’s projects indeed deliver any more benefits to 

the community than previous forms of tourism development?  Would anyone 

within international development circles and academic communities ever take 

notice of it?  If so, what would they think?  For many years, I attended 

international meetings listening to the analyses of other graduate student 

researchers studying the effects of Mundo Maya initiated projects on indigenous 

communities in Guatemala, Mexico, Belize, and Honduras.  I also tried to keep up 

with the work of planners involved in related projects through their publications 

and reports.   

A couple of years after the much discussed year 2000, I wanted to see 

what had become of the plans discussed in offices, field sites and conference halls 

throughout the 1990s.  As the coordinator of the UNESCO conference of the 
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Americas, at Harvard University, in 2002 I helped arrange for the current 

Guatemalan Directors of the Mundo Maya Organization, to present their most 

recent work at the meetings at Harvard.  I should note that by that time, nearly all 

of the individuals that I had known at INGUAT had left the institution for work at 

other agencies and organizations.  At these meetings, the current planners in 

charge of the MMO’s work in Guatemala presented their work to an international 

audience of planners and academics, as well as representatives of non-

governmental organization and indigenous communities throughout the Americas.  

Together with a representative from the agency that handles their promotions in 

the U.S., they took the opportunity to meet with the leaders of UNESCO and the 

Getty Foundation to discuss their less public plans for the future and present a 

funding proposal to launch a whole new area of future work, which included the 

development of whole new subsystem of “paths.”   

Later that night, at the closing reception of the conference, I stood back 

and watched as David Stuart, the son of George and Gene Stuart, the authors of 

National Geographic’s seminal book The Mysterious Mayan (1977) walked the 

conference attendees (which included elders from Taos Pueblo, planners from the 

Mundo Maya and the directors of UNESCO’s cultural and natural heritage 

division) through the Peabody Museum’s Living Monuments collection, 

discussed the work that the University had been conducting in the Mayan region 

and what they thought they had learned thus far.  I felt as though I were watching 

an almost unbelievable scene - so many of the multiple levels of cultural 

production that had made tourism in Guatemala possible and what it is today 
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coming together before my eyes and speaking to one another.  Late that evening, 

after the conversations had ended, the participants had dispersed, and the hall was 

cleared, I walked around one last time through the Peabody Museum’s Hall of the 

Americas, just to make sure that everything was left as it had been.  I stopped to 

take one last look at the black and white photos from the Living Monuments 

collection, the reproductions of the inscriptions, and the glass cases featuring 

colorful photos and weavings of the highland Maya.  I remembered how I used to 

walk through these halls with my mother as a child.  Every birthday we were 

allowed to choose one place we could go.  I was the only child, much to the 

chagrin of my friends, who picked the Peabody Museum year after year.  The 

work of this institution had had a profound impact on me and on the people of 

Guatemala that I had known and written about for the past two decades.  It was 

where some of the first ideas about anthropology, history, geography, and culture 

were first introduced to me.  It seemed like a fitting place to end.  I took one last 

look around, turned off the lights, and walked away. 

But before walking away all together, I wanted to know what would 

happen to the numerous local people, such as the women of San Juan La Laguna 

who were not considered by planners to be “colorful and friendly” enough to ever 

appear in a brochure or advertisement for Guatemala and had never heard of the 

Mundo Maya, but whose lives and those of their families and communities fully 

depended on tourism dollars and the revenues of the international export of típica.  

These were the same women who struggled daily in their communities and 

national and international marketplaces to prove themselves as worthy, 
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“honorable” indigenous women, but who had never met a member of the Mayan 

revitalization movement, and if asked, would never use the word “Maya” to 

describe themselves, but rather Juanera, indígena, mujer or natural.  What 

vehicles would they find to meet their and their family and communities’ needs 

as, in the parlance of academic analysts throughout the 1990s, the democratic 

transition consolidated?249   

Years later, while browsing web pages, I came across pages of research 

being conducted by students in anthropological field schools. One of the key 

communities in which field research was being conducted was San Juan La 

Laguna.  I also found web pages of a hotel built in San Juan by foreigners and 

featuring pictures of the owners with members of the Artesanos de San Juan.  

Finally, entering San Juan under the search mode one last time, a picture appeared 

of two women, one with a broad smile, laughing, the other smiling, lifting a fine 

long stemmed glass to her lips.  It was Carlotta and Socorra in Winnipeg, Canada, 

posing for a picture for their hosts, the Manitoba Weavers and Fibre Artists 

(MWFA) during their October 19-21, 1998 visit, part of their “Western Canadian 

tour.”  The tour was sponsored by the Sombrilla Refugee Support Society.  

According to the web page of the group  

They demonstrated their hand-weaving techniques using backstrap looms 
and showed finished examples of their work at the University of 
Manitoba, from October 19-21.  Socorra and Carlotta, accompanied by 

                                                 
249 Excellent comparative work was published in the late 1990s on the transition and consolidation 
of democratic systems of governance in different regional and national contexts.  In particular the 
work of Joseph Tulchin (ed.) 1995 The consolidation of democracy in Latin America; Jorge 
Domingues and Marc Lindenberg’s (eds.) 1996 Democratic Transitions in Central America; Jorge 
Domingues and Abraham Lowenthal’s (eds.) 1996 Constructing Democratic Governance: 
Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean in the 1990s, and Larry Diamond, Marc Plattner, 
Yun-han Chu and Hung-mao Tien’s 1997 Consolidating the Third Wave Democracies. 
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Sombrilla Board member Leona Olson, visited with several members of 
the Guilds of Canadian Weavers in their homes during their brief stay in 
Winnipeg.  The local weavers were impressed by the accomplishments of 
these women in their traditional art  

Socorro (sic) and Carlotta’s women’s weaving cooperative, which was 
formed in 1993, is situated in the small village of San Juan la Laguna on 
the shore of Lake Atitlan (sic) in highland Guatemala.  Soaring volcanic 
mountains surround the lake and nestled along its shoreline are the 
villages of the ‘twelve apostles’, of which San Juan is one of the smallest.  
The weavers of this cooperative use fibers, dyes, designs and looms of the 
Mayan tradition and their designs and fabrics reflect an artistry that is 
loyal to these traditions.  Socorra presently serves as president of the 
cooperative, which she co-founded with Carlotta in 1983 (sic), and which 
currently has over 30 weavers producing textiles 
(http://home.merlin.mb.ca/~ckaye/guatemal/Guatemal.htm). 

I sat back and smiled at the screen, reading, and looking at the pictures of 

Carlotta and Socorra weaving in what appeared to be one of the seminar rooms of 

the University of Manitoba and being wined and dined in the dining rooms of 

their Canadian hosts.  From the research conducted by these students and the web 

page from the women’s weaving groups who sponsored them in Canada, I learned 

that Socorra and Carlotta had formed a cooperative of their own (they had often 

talked about this) and were now touring internationally, promoting their group’s 

work.  Indeed, just as Socorra had ventured in those last conversations we had in 

her dining room, she was traveling abroad, as a tourist, a businesswoman, a 

success…and what’s more she had taken her family and her community with her. 
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Appendix 

Interview Format 

1. Información biográfica 

¿Cómo se llama? 
¿Cuántos años tiene? 
¿Dónde vive? 

-¿En qué pueblo y en la casa de quién? 
¿Dónde nació? 

-¿En qué pueblo y en la casa de quién? 
¿Es Usted casada o juntada? 

-¿Por cuánto tiempo han vivido juntos?  ¿Tienen niños? 
 
2. Religión 
 
¿Practica Usted algúna religión?  ¿Cuál? 

-Si es evangélica:  ¿Hace cuantos años se convirtió a la iglesia evangélica? 
¿Su familia también es ________ (religión)? 
¿A qué iglesia asiste? 

-¿Cuántas veces cada año, mes, semana, o día asiste a los servicios 
religiosos? 
-¿Hay otros rituales religiosos a los que asiste o que practica Usted? 

¿Tiene Usted en este momento algún cargo o privilegio en esta iglesia? 
-¿Lo tuvo en el pasado? 
-¿Cuáles cargos? 
-¿Qué responsibilidades tuvo que cumplir cuando Usted tuvo este 
cargo/privilegio? 

 
3. Otros grupos sociales fuera de la casa 
 
¿Hay bastantes grupos con los que trabajan las mujeres aquí en San Juan.  

¿verdad?  ¿Qué grupos hay aquí en San Juan? 
¿Usted trabaja con algunos de estos grupos? 

-¿El grupo es parte de una organización regional o nacional? 
¿Qué es el propósito de este(s) grupo(s)? 

-Económico, religioso, social, cultural, etc. 
¿Hay mujeres y hombres en este grupo? 
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-¿Cuántas mujeres hay?  ¿Cuántos hombres? 
-¿Los dirigentes son hombres o mujeres? 

¿Hace cuánto tiempo empezó a trabajar con ______ grupo? 
¿Ocupa Usted algun cargo dentro de _______ grupo? 
 
4. Educación 
 
¿Ha asistido Usted a la escuela?  ¿Ha estudiado? 
¿Cuantos años de estudio completó cuando salió de la escuela? 

-¿Que nivel/grado alcanzó? 
¿Allí aprendió castellano? 
 -Si la respuesta es –no-:  ¿Cómo/dónde lo aprendió pues? 
¿Por qué se salió de la escuela? 
¿Por qué algunas mujeres pueden estudiar y otras no? 
¿Cuales son algunas diferencias entre la vida de una mujer que ha estudiado y la 

de una mujer que no ha estudiado? 
¿Que oportunidades hay para una mujer con educación que no tiene una mujer sin 

educación? 
 -que ha terminado la escuela primaria? 
 -que ha terminado la escuela secundaria? 
 
5. Trabajo 

 
¿Trabaja Usted ahora?  ¿En que trabaja? 
¿Por cuanto tiempo ha trabajado en __________ (tipo de trabajo)? 
Si trabaja en tejidos:  ¿Trabaja Usted con otras señoras, con patronas, o con el 

proyecto? 
¿Usted teje, hurde, cose, borda o vende? 
Si emplea a otras mujeres:  ¿Con cuantas mujeres trabaja Usted? 
 -Si son tejedoras:  ¿Cuántos quetzales tiene que pagarles por cada lienzo? 
 -Si cosen:  ¿Cuántos quetzales tiene que pagarles por ____ (trabajo)? 
 -etc. 
¿A quién vende los tejidos que Usted hace? 
Si vende los tejidos a un cliente o a un patrón:  ¿Y estos patrones, a quién le 

venden los tejidos que hacen Ustedes?  Dónde se los venden? 
Si tiene un patron: ¿Su patron es indígena o ladino, Guatemalteco o estranjero? 
Si es extranjero:  ¿De qué pais es?  ¿Dónde vende los tejidos, a quién, por cuánto? 
¿Cuánto gana Usted por cada lienzo? 
¿Por cuanto tiempo ha trabajado con este patrón? 
¿Que piensa Usted de esta situación? 
 -¿Qué son algunos de los beneficios? 
 -¿Qué son algunos de los problemas? 
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6. Relaciones con la familia 
 
¿Cómo se llama su mamá? 
¿Cómo se llama su papa? 
¿Todavía están vivos? 
¿Todavía trabajan? 
¿En que trabajan?  ¿Dónde?  ¿Para quién? 
¿Tiene Usted hermanos?  Si hay hermanos:  Cuántos hay? 
 -Número de hermanos: 
 -Número de hermanas: 
¿Cuando Usted era niña, con quién vivía? 
En el sitio donde vivió cuando era niña ¿habían muchas familias o solamente la 

suya? 
Si había más de una familia: ¿Eran familiares suyos? 
¿Cuándo Usted era niña, que idioma hablaban en casa? 
 -¿Hablaban español también? 
 -¿En qué idioma le hablaban sus padres? 
 -¿Sus padres saben/sabían hablar en Español? (Si la respuesta es sí: 

¿dónde lo aprendieron?) 
¿Puede relatarme algunas de sus primeras memorias de cosas que Usted hacía con 

su mamá? 
¿Qué tipo de trabajo hacía su mamá (o la persona que la cuidó más) cuando Usted 

tenía 12 años? 
¿Sobre que le placticaba su mama (o la persona que la cuidó más) cuando Usted 

tenía 12 años? 
¿En qué actividad se pasaba la mayoría de su tiempo cuando Usted tenía esa 

edad? 
 -¿Cual oficio le costó más? 
 -¿Cual oficio le fue más facil? 
Cuando Usted tenía la misma edad que _______ (el nombre de su hija mayor) 

¿qué tipo de cosas hacía Usted? 
¿Era su responsibilidad ayudar a su madre/padre, sus tías/tíos o sus 

abuelas/abuelos con los trabajos que les correspondan? 
¿Qué tipo de actividad le gustó más? 
¿Qué tipo de actividad le gustó menos? 
Cuando Usted era niña, ¿a qué edad tuvo que empezar a ayudar a su mamá con 

oficios domésticos?  ¿con compras? 
¿Cómo aprendió a hacer los oficios domésticos que hacía su mamá? 
¿Cómo aprendió cómo hacer compras en la tienda? 
 
7. Experiencia afuera del pueblo 
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¿Ha salido Usted de San Juan? 
 -¿Qué edad tenía cuando salió la primera vez? 
 -¿Con quién salió? 
 -¿Adónde se fueron? 
 -¿Qué hicieron allá? 
¿Qué es el lugar más lejos de aquí que Usted ha visitado? 
¿Qué es el tiempo más largo que Usted se ha quedado afuera de San Juan? 
 -¿Dónde estuvo? 
 -¿Cual era el propósito del viaje? 
 
8. Relaciones con amigas/os (amistades) 
 
Para Usted, ¿qué significa decir que una persona es una amiga o un amigo? 
¿Las mujeres pueden tener amigas y amigos después de casarse? 
 -¿Por qué no? o ¿por qué sí? 
 
9. Relaciones con hombres 
 
¿A qué edad tiene una mujer su primer novio? 
 -¿Hay una palabra especial para novio en Tz’utujil? 
¿Qué significa ser novios? 
¿Cómo es que un hombre y una mujer deciden ser novios? 
¿Dónde se reunen los novios? 
 
10. La relación marital 

 
¿A qué edad se casa una mujer aquí en San Juan? 
¿Y las mujeres que salen a estudiar, se casan a la misma edad or esperan más 

tiempo? 
Cuando una mujer se casa o se junta con un hombre, ¿cambia su vida? 
 -¿En qué sentido cambia? 
Si no es casada: ¿piensa en casarse? 
 -¿A qué edad? 
 
11. Hijos 

 
¿Cambia la vida de una mujer después de tener un hijo?  En qué sentido cambia? 
Generalmente, ¿cuántos niños tiene una mujer? 
Si no tiene niños:  ¿Usted quiere tener niños? 
 -¿Cuántos? 
 -¿Usted sabe sobre la planificación familiar? 
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12. La identidad genérica y la identidad étnica 

 
¿Qué significa ser una mujer aquí en San Juan? 
¿Es diferente la vida de una Juanera y una Pedrana, a la de una mujer de San 

Pablo, Santa Clara, Palestina, Paynebar, Pasaquim? 
¿En qué sentido es diferente (por ejemplo: trabajo, familia, comunidad, religión)? 
¿Es diferente la vida de una mujer indígena y la de una mujer ladina? 
 -¿Cuáles son algunas de las diferencias que Usted ve que existen entre las 

dos? 
 -¿Hay semejanzas? 
¿Hay diferencias entre la vida de una mujer y la vida de un hombre indígena aquí 
en San Juan? 
 -¿Cuáles son algunas de las diferencias que Usted ve que existen entre las 

dos? 
 -¿Hay semejanzas? 
¿Hay muchas mujeres ahora que no usan huipiles? 
 -¿Por qué no los usan?  Usted los usa?  Por qué sí o por  qué no? 
 -El corte, la faja, el tz’ute, todo es parte del traje.  ¿Pero hay una diferencia 

entre el traje que usa ahora y el traje de antes? ¿El traje cotidiano y el traje 
especial?  (por ejemplo: “traje actual”). 

¿Hay muchos hombres ahora que no usan traje? 
 -¿Por qué no lo usan?  ¿Los hombres en su familia lo usan? 
¿Porqué sí o porqué no? 
 
13. El papel económico de la mujer dentro de la familia 

 
¿Qué trabajo tiene que hacer una mujer que no tiene que hacer un hombre? 
¿Quién gana más por su trabajo, el hombre o la mujer? 
Los hombres en su casa que pueden trabajar, ¿tienen trabajos estables? 
 -¿En qué trabajan? 
 -¿Cuánto ganan? 
¿Quién en la familia gana/contribuye el ingreso principal? 
 -¿El ingreso secundario? 
 -¿Hay otros ingresos económicos?  ¿Cuántos?  ¿De donde proceden?  ¿Es 

estable este ingreso o solamente de vez en cuando? 
¿En qué tipo de trabajo están involucradas la mayoría de las mujeres aquí en San 

Juan? 
¿Hay otros tipos de producción en que puede trabajar una mujer aquí en San 

Juan? 
¿Hay otros oficios que hace Usted? 
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 -¿Usted recibe ayuda de alguien (por ejemplo: sus hijas, niños prestados, 
una muchacha)? 

Aquí en San Juan, ¿cómo puede ayudar a su familia una mujer (ayudar en un 
sentido económico)? 
 

14. Problemas y metas 
 
¿Cuál es la decisión más importante que una mujer tiene que hacer en su vida? 
¿Cuál es el problema más grande que una mujer afronta en su vida? 
¿Cuál es la cosa más importante para una mujer? 
¿Cuáles son las características de la mujer ideal aquí en San Juan? 
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Glossary 

List of Spanish and Tz’utujil Language Terms 

 
Apertura A space, commonly used in reference the socio-

political spaces opened during the transition period 
Abusivo Abusive, hostile, rude 
Algodón Cotton 
Ambulante Street vendor who do not work from a fixed 

location 
Andando casa en casa Walking/going from house to house 
Antigüedades Antiquities 
Aprovechar To take advantage of  
Artesanos Artisans 
Asociación Association 
Atiteco People from Santiago Atitlán 
Autogolpe Self-coup 
Blusa Cloth blouse made from store-bought material.  

This material is mass-produced machine-made 
cotton or synthetic 

Camino Road 
Cargo Position of obligation and status within a formal 

institution 
Cenicienta Cinderella 
Chalatero Holiday home owner 
Charokotel Evil spirit being that tempts and bewitches men and 

women 
Chisme Gossip 
Cliente Client 
Cobrador Collector, fee/ticket taker 
Cofradía Catholic religious brotherhood introduced by the 

Spaniards but today considered characteristically 
Maya 

Cofradía sobrehuipil Ceremonial garment worn by members of religious 
brotherhood 

Comerciante Wholesaler 
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Concertación A term used to describe the “harmonizing” 
approach of the Christian Democratic Party to 
conflicting social and economic interests during the 
transition period.  Considered my critics as a step in 
the re-establishment of state hegemony. 

Concientizado Individuals who are considered to have a social 
consciousness; aware 

Cooperativa Cooperative 
Corte Indigenous women’s loom-woven skirt, usually 

from Totonicapán 
Costumbre Customs, commonly used to denote more traditional 

elements of Maya culture 
Crecimiento Growth, used in reference to economic development 
Cualquiera When used as a pronoun, it means any one, some 

one, either one or the other.  It is used here in its 
sense of “any sort of woman” meaning a woman of 
little virtue (“loose woman”)  

Cuartel Military barracks 
Cuerda A measurement of land that varies between 

communities in Guatemala. 
De antes From before/long ago/the past 
De corte Locally, a woman who wears indigenous clothing 
De Guatemala a Guatepeor This is a play on words using the two syllables in 

Guatemala.  It refers to Guatemala’s constantly 
worsening condition, from bad to worse 

Delincuencia Term used to refer to violent crime that is non-
political in nature 

Desarollo Development, used in reference to socio-political 
and economic programs aimed at improving a given 
population’s standard of living 

Desobediente Disobedient 
Dios mio My God 
Directiva Governing board 
Doble aceptación mutual acceptance 
Doble asimilación mutual assimilation 
Don A calling or talent 
En el acto In the act 
Es de nosotros It is ours 
Es de nuestro pueblo It is from our town/people 
Es nuestro trabajo It is our work 
Experiencia Experience, knowledge, skill 
Faja Woman’s belt wove on back-strap loom 

 623



Finca Large farm or plantation, often including a number 
of household compounds and owned by an absentee 
landlord 

Foquismo Ideological mission and strategy adopted by a 
number of armed opposition groups in Latin 
America 

Frijoles Beans 
Gente decente Decent people 
Gringo/a Term used to refer to foreigners, especially ones of 

light complexion 
Gringolandia Literally translated “Land of the gringo”; a term 

used to refer to Panajachel  
Gringotenango Nickname for Panajachel, referencing the number 

of North Americans that once lived there.  Now 
used more in reference to the number of foreigner 
expatriates who live there and tourists/travelers that 
visit 

Hilo Thread 
Hippies Hippies, a form of tourist that identify with counter-

cultural social norms and aesthetics 
Huipil A hand woven and embroidered upper garment used 

by indigenous women of Guatemala and Mexico 
Indígena Indigenous person, often a self-relational term 
Indigenismo A modernist social and political philosophy that 

emerged in Latin America in the late nineteenth 
century and promoted the cultural assimilation of 
Indians 

Invasor Invader 
Ixkako Natural brown cotton 
Juanero(a) Man(woman) from San Juan La Laguna 
Kataho “Let’s go” in Tz’utujil 
Kaxlan Non-Maya or foreign, from Maya derivations of 

“Spanish.” 
Ladino/a A term used to refer to Spanish-speaking, non-

indigenous, non-Garifuna/Caribe Guatemalans who 
share both Spanish and indigenous ancestry; most 
ladinos in Guatemala do not use the term to 
describe themselves, although it is frequently 
employed by scholars and Maya 

Lancha Small commuter boats used on Lake Atitlán 
Lienzo A panel of cloth produced exclusively by 

indigenous women, woven by hand on a back-strap 
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loom.  Panels are approximately 180mm in length 
and 38mm in width. 

Mala suerte Bad luck, misfortune 
Mandado Errand, message, mandate or command 
Mandamientos Forced labor recruitment instituted under the 

Manuel Estrada Cabrera regime 1898-1920 
Maquila Assembly factory 
Microempresas Micro-enterprises 
Milpa Plot of land primarily sown with corn, beans and 

squash; considered to be the traditional basis of 
Maya subsistence 

Minifundia Small scale holdings 
Mochileros Backpackers, a form of tourist who uses a backpack 
Muestra Prototype model/pattern 
Mujeres Women 
Mujeres honradas Honorable women 
Mujeres pobres Poor women, which has the dual connotation of 

being economically poor and being in dire 
circumstances, in which the speaker feels sympathy 
and compassion 

Mundo Maya Translated the Mayan world.  Refers to the Mundo 
Maya Organization (MMO) 

Municipio Township; political and geographic subdivision of 
regional departments/departamentos in Guatemala; 
often considered to be the primary referent of Indian 
self-identity. 

Narcotráfico Referring to the business of selling narcotics 
Necia    Stupid or foolish 
Nixtamal   Corn in lime 
No pertenece a ningún pueblo Literally translated “Belonging to no town/people” 
Objectos folklóricos Folkloric objects 
Obligación Obligation, duty, bond, debenture, engagement, 

liability 
Panajacheleños  People from Panajachel 
Patrimonio cultural  Cultural heritage 
Patrimonio natural Natural heritage 
Patrón/a Patron, master, boss, guardian angel.  Term used by 

Juaneras to refer to large-scale buyers and 
exporters of tejidos 

Pedido Order 
Perezosa Lazy 
Playa pública Public beach 
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Por gusto For pleasure, because they enjoy it, by choice 
Por necesidad e obligación Due to necessity and obligation 
Po’t A blouse worn in traditional Maya style with design 

associated with particular Maya communities; 
Huipil in Spanish. 

Preparado Prepared, trained, educated 
Proyecto The project, used to refer to the local weaving 

project Los Artesanos de San Juan  
Pueblo Translated as either “people” or “town,” depending 

on the context; in pan-Mayanist discourse it has 
come to be associated with more inclusive notions 
of community. 

Puesto Roadside stalls 
Quebrekan Mythical entity from the colonial era, known as the 

back-breaker.  Usually a white goblin who traveled 
the highland roads on his horse breaking indigenous 
people’s backs and taking them off to the 
underworld to be eaten 

¡Qué susto! What a scare/fright 
Quetzal The Guatemalan unit of currency.  During the late 

1980s currency hovered around Q4 to US$1.00.  In 
1993-1994 the value fluctuated between Q5.3 and 
Q6.1 to US$1.00.   

Reboso Shawl 
Siempre está en la calle She/he is always in the street 
Sin duda Without any doubt 
Sinvergüenza Shameless 
Sitio Residence site or compound 
Situación A term used to refer to the ongoing political 

instability and violence in Guatemala 
Superación Improvement 
Superar Get ahead 
Te doy cincho I’ll give you the belt/a whipping 
Tejido Weaving 
Telar Treadle loom 
Terreno Parcel of land 
Testimonio Testimonials, first person narratives 
Tiempos dificiles Difficult/hard times 
Típica Hand-woven cloth or articles made from that cloth 
Tiriteo An exchange of gun fire 
Tomale Cornmeal cake, wrapped and steamed in corn husks 
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Traje Indigenous clothing, for women it consists of a po’t 
and an uq; considered to be a primary emblem of 
ethnic identity for Maya women. 

Transición Refers to the transition period that began with the 
1985 elections which brought the first civilian 
administration (Christian Democratic Party 
candidate Vinicio Cerezo) to government since the 
overthrow of Arbenz in 1954. 

Triste Dull 
Turistas de pisto A term used to describe wealthy tourists, often used 

in opposition to mochileros (backpackers) or 
hippies. 

Turistas finos A term used to describe high-end tourists, those 
who tend to spend greater amounts of money on 
their accommodations and in purchasing goods 

Un recuerdo de San Juan A souvenir from San Juan 
Uq A wrap-around skirt worn as part of traditional 

Maya women’s traje; corte in Spanish. 
Vergüenza Shame 
Vicio A vice or bad habit 
(la) violencia The period of violence from the late 1970s through 

the mid-1980s in Guatemala 
Xocomil The winds that blow over Lake Atitlán causing 

stormy weather 
Zute A square length of cloth used for carrying goods, 

made from joining various lienzos or lengths of 
woven cloth together 
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