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“We did it out of fear. We cooperated because whoever didn’t cooperate would be 

punished. And besides that, they dug a huge ditch, there on the side of the road. We were 

afraid and had to do it, because where else [could we go]? And we were in their grasp, in 

their hands.” This quote describes the Guatemalan army forcing civilians to commit acts 

of violence against their neighbors. Such a practice exemplified the internal armed 

conflict that took place in the Guatemalan countryside during the 1980s. As a strategic 

response to combat against what they termed as Marxist rebel armies, the military under 

General Fernando Romeo Luca García in 1981 began a system of forcible recruitment of 

the mostly Maya male population into rural militias. Commonly referred to as civilian 

defense patrols or PACs (patrullas de autodefensa civil) these local paramilitary groups 

represented a larger process of militarization that heavily influenced local social contexts. 

 



 vi 

 This paper explores the dynamic local social context of the civil patrols, 

and militarization in Guatemala more generally from the perspective of those who 

underwent it. First, it reviews the historiography on the PAC in the Guatemalan 

countryside during its peak years of activity in the 1980s. It then offers an analysis of 

witness testimonies from the 1980s that speak to the forced recruitment of militias, and 

martial law in rural communities. In doing so, it seeks to explain how rural society 

negotiated the meanings, value system, and power, under a military state. The goal of the 

historiographical review and research is to offer a new direction in analysis that places 

the experiences of civilians at the forefront to highlight how they ultimately mediated and 

negotiated the control mechanisms of the military occupation.  

 



 vii 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ..............................................................................................................1 

Organization and Sources ...............................................................................3 

Background to the Civil War ..........................................................................5 

Part I Historiography................................................................................................9 

Chapter 1: Contexts..................................................................................................9 

Race and Ethnicity ..........................................................................................9 

Economic Factors..........................................................................................13 

Gender ...........................................................................................................17 

Catholic Religion ..........................................................................................17 

Chapter 2: Militarization and Counterinsurgency: Broader Debates .....................20 

Why did they kill? .........................................................................................20 

State Violence Theory and Genocide ...........................................................21 

Surveillance and Security .............................................................................23 

Human Rights Violations and International Attention .................................24 

Framing from Below .....................................................................................28 

Chapter 3: Debates about Militarizing the Maya Population.................................29 

Two Fires ......................................................................................................29 

Voluntariness ................................................................................................31 

Variances and Grey Areas ............................................................................33 

Personal Power..............................................................................................34 

Propaganda Internalized?: Local Community Autonomy and Security .......35 

Guarding against Denunciations ...................................................................39 

Resistance .....................................................................................................42 

Part II: Analysis of Testimonies ............................................................................44 

Chapter 4: Objects as Symbols of Power ...............................................................45 

Identification Papers or Cédulas ...................................................................46 



 viii 

IDs and Accusations .....................................................................................47 

Civil Patrol IDs as Coercion .........................................................................51 

Food as a Tool of War ..................................................................................53 

Food as a Symbol of Cultural Vitality ..........................................................56 

Chapter 5: Normalcy amidst Chaos .......................................................................58 

The Clinic Gathering.....................................................................................61 

Childbirth in Jail ...........................................................................................64 

Moral Defense of a Neighbor .......................................................................65 

Chapter 6 - Disguises and Violence .......................................................................68 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................73 

References ..............................................................................................................81 

 

 

 



 

 

1 

 

Introduction 

“We did it out of fear. We cooperated because whoever didn’t cooperate would be 

punished. And besides that, they dug a huge ditch, there on the side of the road. We were 

afraid and had to do it, because where else [could we go]? And we were in their grasp, in 

their hands.”1 This quote describes the Guatemalan army forcing civilians to commit acts of 

violence against their neighbors. Such a practice exemplified the internal armed conflict that 

took place in the Guatemalan countryside during the 1980s. As a strategic response to 

combat against what they termed as Marxist rebel armies, the military under General 

Fernando Romeo Luca García in 1981 began a system of forcible recruitment of the mostly 

Maya male population into rural militias. Commonly referred to as civilian defense patrols or 

PACs (patrullas de autodefensa civil) these local paramilitary groups represented a larger 

process of militarization that heavily influenced local social contexts. 

Militarization as a broad category involved, among other facets, work and 

development projects, relocations into “model villages”, and recruitments of the native male 

population into military or paramilitary units.2 Army personnel obligated rural civilians to 

cooperate in these projects and punished or executed those who refused to comply. The 

generals openly declared their rationale for taking control of the population; they viewed the 

indigenous Maya populations as a potential support base, often as inherently open to 

subversion. General José Efraín Ríos Montt, Lucas García’s successor in 1982, declared that 
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it would be necessary to take that potential support base away from the guerrillas using the 

term, quitar el agua del pez (taking the water away from the fish).3  

Forcible recruitment and the reorganization of daily life along military parameters 

also had a psychological impact on civilians. Army and militia presence instilled fear and 

terror in rural communities. It created unspoken yet implicit codes, such as the mandate to 

remain silent and to cease venture outside of the community. Despite this imposition of 

restrictions and obligations on daily life, it would be a mistake to assume that the rural 

population had no autonomy of choice in their daily lives whatsoever. Despite the intense 

and almost paralyzing nature of the violence of the 1980s, civilians continued to find ways to 

live, support themselves, and make choices. Often, the codes about behavior that the army 

enforced interacted with the traditional daily practices, religious customs, and moral values 

of rural life. Contrary to being passive victims caught in one uninterrupted progression of 

inevitable violence, civilians made crucial choices that altered and negotiated the meaning 

and outcome of militarization in their local social context. 

 This paper explores the dynamic local social context of the civil patrols, and 

militarization in Guatemala more generally from the perspective of those who underwent 

it. First, it reviews the historiography on the PAC in the Guatemalan countryside during 

its peak years of activity in the 1980s. It then offers an analysis of witness testimonies 

from the 1980s that speak to the forced recruitment of militias, and martial law in rural 

communities. In doing so, it seeks to explain how rural society negotiated the meanings, 

value system, and power, under a military state. The goal of the historiographical review 
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and research is to offer a new direction in analysis that places the experiences of civilians 

at the forefront to highlight how they ultimately mediated and negotiated the control 

mechanisms of the military occupation.  

ORGANIZATION AND SOURCES 

 This paper organizes into two parts. Part I, encompassing chapters 1-3, is a 

historiographical review of the context and analytic debates that relate to the civil patrols 

and militarization in the Guatemalan countryside in the 1980s. The sources include: 

Guatemala’s UN sanctioned truth commission, international human rights monitoring 

groups such as Americas Watch, a Guatemalan military publication, U.S. government 

CIA and Guatemalan Embassy documents, and secondary historiography by historians, 

anthropologists, and sociologists.  

 Chapter 1 reviews context by examining the conversations about race, ethnicity, 

economic factors, Catholic religion, and gender. All of these factors significantly shaped 

the events on the ground. It asks, what makes Guatemala’s case of militarization 

distinctive from other cases? After establishing a context, chapter 2 introduces the reader 

to the broader analytical conversations about the civil war in which the civil patrols 

represent one part of a larger narrative that centers on the Guatemalan state as a major 

historical actor. Topics include state violence, genocide, surveillance states, and human 

rights violations. The chapter asks where civil patrols fit within these categories. Using 

these larger conversations as top-down framework, Chapter 3 then draws the reader’s 

attention to the nuanced and specific debates about the role of the Maya population under 
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martial law. In doing so, it reviews why, and how Mayans participated, acquiesced, 

resisted, or negotiated the boundaries of life under militarization, and whether they had a 

choice.  

 After reviewing the historiography the paper then shifts to Part II, a research 

analysis of testimonies that belong to the Oficina de Derechos Humanos.4 This 

qualitative study will make no controls for time and place. Instead, the testimonies cited 

represent the countryside in 1980s Guatemala as a whole. Going in depth into a handful 

of testimonies out of a study of 25, the methodological focus involves a deeper analysis 

of how civilians confronted militarization policies. It does this by examining not just 

physical responses to the PAC but also the psychological and cultural factors that framed 

people’s actions and understandings of violent events.  

 Chapter 4 begins this focus by way of a material culture analysis. It focuses on 

papeles, or identification papers, and rural agriculture, especially maiz (corn) and argues 

that these objects held a symbolic importance as mediums upon which civilians and 

authorities acted out conflicts. Chapter 5 then moves to intangible facets of rural life 

under martial law. Moral values and the assumptions about social interactions appear in 

testimonies and often civilians and authorities utilize these to counter each other. 

Continuing the discussion about social interactions, Chapter 6 focuses on a particular 

aspect of interaction between authorities and civilians: the intimacy involved in neighbors 

acting violently against neighbors. It interrogates how the masks and disguises, which 

authorities wore during operations, helped produce terror but also reflected shame and a 
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desire for secrecy that was integral to the kind of socially intimate violence that took 

place in the countryside. In the conclusion, the paper traces the main argument of the 

need for an analysis of militarization from the perspective of rural civilians. It 

summarizes how material culture, intangible moral and social understandings, and signs 

of intimacy are integral to a deeper analysis of motivations on the ground.  First, a brief 

background of the internal conflict is in order. 

BACKGROUND TO THE CIVIL WAR 

 In 1954, a U.S. sponsored CIA coup overthrew democratically elected president 

Jacobo Árbenz and established a dictator in his place. CIA officials, in collusion with 

anti-Árbenz Guatemalan influential figures, viewed the democratic reforms and land 

distributions under the 1944-54 Guatemalan government as potential communist threats 

while simultaneously threatening the monopoly on land and labor of Guatemalan 

landowners and U.S. business interests.5  In the ensuing years, while Guatemalan military 

officials reversed the democratic reforms of the previous revolutionary decade, army 

generals either ruled in successive dictatorship or ruled discreetly behind a façade of 

democratic puppet regimes.  

 In the 1960s, a disaffected faction of the army split off to form a revolutionary 

guerrilla organization, partly inspired by Marist-values but also arising from homegrown 

criticisms of the way the army was operating in collusion with the oligarchy. While this 

guerrilla movement died down in the 1960s due to heavy military repression, it picked up 

again in the latter 1970s as it shifted its base of operations to the countryside, steadily 
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incorporating the majority indigenous population. One example of this development was 

the Partido Guatemalteco Trabajador (Guatemalan Workers Party or PGT). Their 

increasing militant stance against the army resonated with many peasants during the 

1970s, including the Queckchi communities in the department of Alta Verapaz.6 

 In a struggle that often saw a mixing of different liberal and reform agendas 

combine into a broader movement for change, Guatemala’s “counterinsurgency terror 

state” repressed all peasant and working-class movements who fought for democratic 

change.7  As a result of the oppressive situations in the countryside, many poor Ladino 

and indigenous workers formed liberal interest groups seeking democratic reform as well 

as armed insurgency groups that defended a Maya population that struggled 

economically.8  The State responded with mass repression against these groups in what 

would encompass a 36 year long armed conflict.  

 State violence against guerilla and liberal opposition groups escalated into the late 

1970s and early 1980s. More than twenty years after the coup, government repression 

had served to swell the ranks of the country’s left wing insurgency.9  As a response, in 

the 1980s Guatemalan generals began to modify their counter-insurgency campaign 

against the guerrilla organizations, which had existed in different forms since the 1960s. 

The army followed the guerrillas into the countryside and implemented a distinctive rural 

counterinsurgency plan.  

 The particularity of the new military approach lay in its unfounded assumption 

that the majority indigenous Maya rural residents were potential sources of support for 
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the guerrillas. With this belief, army personnel demanded that virtually the entire male 

native population form a type of rural militia: the civilian defense patrols. As mentioned 

above, this plan came to fruition during the 1982 coup by the soon-to-be President Ríos 

Montt during which time the generals formulated the military counterinsurgency plan 

Victoria 82. It involved both “Guns and Beans”; a policy of 30% repression and 70% 

reward for those who submitted to the army. Communities that acceded to the regulations 

of the armed forces however were obligated to patrol in the PAC.10  

 The PAC system involved the following activities: 1) policing and patrolling the 

local community; 2) reporting on their communities to the army; 3) participating in 

obligatory work projects for the military; 4) self-defense of their communities from 

guerrillas; 5) occasionally participating in military sweeps and acting as vanguards or 

“cannon fodder” in when approaching guerrilla-inhabited areas. Obligatory recruitment in 

the PAC created the conditions in which intense army repression and violence penetrated 

the daily lives of civilians.11  

 Guatemalans commonly refer to this period as well as the succeeding years 

leading up to the mid-1990s as “La Violencia.”12  Historiographical accounts also 

commonly label this period as the violent apex of a larger civil war, internal armed 

conflict, and counterinsurgency. Beneath the surface of these seemingly neutral terms 

however, lay contentious debates about culpability, agency, and the nature of violence. 

Guatemala’s armed conflict parallels other post-World War II examples of state violence 

and civil war. The phenomenon of forced recruitment and states coercing their civilians 
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to participate in violent acts against neighbors offers insight about the nature of violence 

in large-scale civil conflicts. Some examples include Alexander Hinton’s study on the 

Cambodian genocide of the 1970s as well as Kimberly Theidon’s investigation of the 

Peruvian civil war of the early 1980s. These works consider the societal and cultural 

frames of understanding that motivated participants in violence to act against their own 

groups. Both ask how, why, and under what conditions civilians can participate in 

violence against their own neighbors.13  
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Part I Historiography 

Chapter 1: Contexts 

RACE AND ETHNICITY  

 Race and ethnicity played an important part in the civil patrol system. 

Guatemala’s elite planter class historically discriminated against the majority native 

Maya populations since the colonial era. During Spanish rule, colonial officials extracted 

free labor from the native population. When Guatemala transitioned into independence as 

a liberal State in the nineteenth century, the elite coffee planter classes reproduced prior 

patterns of labor exploitations. Specifically, they influenced laws that circumscribed the 

Mayan population’s access to land and exploited Mayan labor for low wages.14 Racial 

and ethnic divisions between Mayans and Ladinos, or non-indigenous, played a major 

role in the exploitation and permeated in the formation of a Ladino-centric national 

identity and ruling class. This elite sector included Ladino military officers who heavily 

influenced the Guatemalan government during the twentieth century and spearheaded a 

civil conflict against rebel guerrilla groups that marked most of the second half of the 

twentieth century.  

 During the early part of the civil war in the 1960s, rural Mayans did not form a 

large part of the guerrilla insurgency. Ladino-led revolutionary groups only began to 

incorporate the majority Maya zones of the countryside in the late 1970s, when Mayans 

began to take up arms and join guerrilla units. The disparity between Ladino-led and 

originating revolutionary groups and a late-coming indigenous base contributed to 

significant historical debates about the ethnic disparity within the Left.  Scholars like Hal 
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Brands, places blame on Ladino-led guerrillas for involving the native population in a 

war against their volition, demanding food from them, and promising them security 

before abandoning them.15 Jennifer Schirmer affirms, through interviews with military 

generals, that ethnicity played an important role in the struggle between the army and the 

guerrillas. She points out that both sides in the 1980s made the conflict into a population 

war in which both sides had the goal of incorporating the indigenous population into their 

support base. The army had seen that the guerrillas were incorporating the Maya and in 

turn made the strategic move of trying to do the same. Their objective was to undermine 

the guerrillas’ potential sympathizers and bring a sense of economic stability to a 

historically isolated population in the countryside.16 These strategies suggest that 

although the internal conflict placed two Ladino-led groups against each other, it also 

centered on incorporating or controlling an outside group: the natives. 

 Yet the extent to which Mayan ethnicity played a part in militarization policies in 

the 1980s is still a topic of debate. The CEH points out that the army’s systematic 

recruitment of civil patrols targeted areas of the countryside where the indigenous 

Guatemalans made up the majority. However, some army generals offered a more 

pragmatic explanation that made ethnicity less relevant, or irrelevant. They argued that 

the army was only pacifying sectors of the civilian population that the guerrillas planned 

to incorporate.17 Some scholars such as Virginia Garrard, take a pragmatic factor into 

consideration that tends to complicate the argument that the military’s actions were 

entirely race or ethnicity driven. They point out that the zones of heaviest military 
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incursion overlapped with the zones of most guerrilla presence. Therefore, the conflict 

was as much political, in the sense of destroying communist influence, as it was ethnic.18  

 If militarization mainly centered on the task of rooting out guerrillas from the 

countryside, Schirmer points out that this goal made up only one piece of the larger 

National Plan of Reconstruction. The plan contained a strategic component of 

incorporating the native population into the national body to make them feel allied with 

the military.19 According to the army, the indigenous population lived in “caste-like 

isolation”, was unable to organize itself, and was “susceptible” to guerrilla influence. As 

a logical conclusion, the generals claimed it was necessary to integrate the Maya 

population into the national body on a societal level, and the patrol system held the 

promise of doing this.20 Schirmer has also shown that the army could, at times, falsely 

promote indigenous and peasant culture in speeches and pamphlets as part of their 

strategy. She points out that the Ríos Montt government wanted to recognize, and play up 

to, rural campesino pride when he selected indigenous members for his presidential 

advisory council in 1982.21 

 If propaganda about Maya ethnicity operated at the governmental level, it also 

penetrated into PAC discourse. The official PAC hymn, which patrollers often had to 

recite ceremoniously, contained the line “I will till but I will be ready to fight.” The 

discourse through language that the military adopted toward the PAC played on key 

facets of Mayans identity, including the importance of agriculture to physical and 

spiritual well-being.22 Schirmer argues that the Guatemalan generals considered 
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“Indians” underdeveloped and backward; they used an evolution of culture argument to 

justify conscription of Indians and the role of the army as a civilizing agent.23  

 This integration strategy implied a deeper analysis by the army about the value of 

militarization. The official military counter-insurgency plan of 1982, Victoria 82, not 

only offered “guns” but also “beans.” In other words, their counter-insurgency strategy 

had two faces: an army campaign of repression and massacres often against innocent 

civilians on the one hand, and the implementation of programs of development, food, and 

homes on the other.24 Yet some accounts argue that the seemingly beneficent components 

of the campaign also undermined indigenous culture and communal integrity. This 

occurred, for instance, when soldiers forced different Mayan linguistic groups into one 

“Model Village”, or army controlled towns that soldiers set up to reeducate, indoctrinate, 

and control rural villagers.  

 The ethnic question held ominous repercussions in relation to civil patrols as well. 

The CEH pointed out the exploitative motivations behind the patrol system, including the 

desire of the military to continue the tradition of using free Mayan labor, to break 

indigenous communal ties of solidarity, and to make these communities dependent on the 

army. Some scholars argue that these goals had a cultural evolutionary rationale behind 

them. By reorganizing rural life through “model villages”, and engaging in conscription, 

the army saw itself as a “civilizing agent.”25 Sanford contends that the army practiced a 

form of racism when it attributed characteristics of subversion to the ‘indigenous 

masses’, which guided its strategic counter-insurgency plan. In particular, she highlights 
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the heavy association of Ixil Maya people with subversion, as a racist construct of the 

elite Ladino class.26 

 Outside of direct military motivations, the on-the-ground violence that was 

independent of larger army goals also took on ethnic or racial lenses. Human rights 

reports point out that the motivations for acts of violence sometimes encompassed 

rivalries between Ladino and Mayan communities. Personal disputes often had to do with 

Ladino ethnic prejudice against indigenous Guatemalans. Ladinos also held higher 

positions in the army, including that of patrol chiefs and local military commanders. 

Sometimes Ladino communities would take advantage of violence and displacement to 

claim land belonging to indigenous families or communities. Ladino clients also acted as 

spies and informed on indigenous civilians or patrollers if they took a day off.27 

Additionally, the CEH illustrated the way certain forms of economic violence against 

Mayans, such as communal displacement and property loss, benefitted Ladino 

communities who appropriated some of the spoils of the victims.28 

 

ECONOMIC FACTORS 

 While economic forms of violence tied in closely with ethnic prejudice, in many 

accounts economic grievances plagued poor Ladinos as well as Mayans. Jim Handy 

conceptualizes the civil war in Guatemala as having fundamental roots in the unequal 

share of land in the countryside. This dated back to the end of Guatemala’s brief ten-year 

democratic era from 1944-1954 in which Presidents Juan José Arévalo and Jacobo 
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Árbenz respectively created democratic openings in Guatemala that included 

comprehensive agrarian reform. According to Handy, the subsequent military 

government rollback of democratic land distribution, after the coup that ousted Árbenz, 

left unsettled economic grievances for decades to come.29 This context allows for a more 

nuanced understanding of the civil war and the hardships that motivated revolutionary 

movements. During the 1970s and 1980s, continued poverty and land shortage in the 

countryside left many indigenous Mayans open to the economic promises of hope and 

prosperity of the revolutionary organizations.30  

 While the guerrillas played on land grievances in their platform to attract the 

native population to their side, the army also had similar considerations. The generals of 

the early 1980s, wanted to curb the poverty of the rural highlands. For them, such 

economic instability, along with previous years of violent military repression, seemed to 

guarantee that they would not be able to control the rural population. This consideration 

led to the strategy of the “guns and beans” program. The project shifted military policy 

from one of chaotic all-out repression against innocent civilians to one that balanced a 

systematic repression with broad development programs.31 The military considered that 

poverty and lack of development was a critical factor of the radicalization of peasants in 

the first place.  

Scholars tend to discredit the development schemes of army occupation during 

the 1980s for their failure to alter radically rural economic grievances. Simon 

documented how land distribution was a central problem for Mayan peasants, with most 
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land in the hands of tiny elites. For Simon, the military government failed to alter that 

despite their “guns and beans” program.32 Schirmer similarly argues that, despite the 

development component, which the army implemented through Civil Affairs units, the 

army only built villages after destroying others in scorched earth operations. Even then, 

such villages were a product of forced work operations.33 In other words, economic 

development policies were incomplete and they often glossed over the fact that the 

military contributed to the hardships in the first place. 

 Similar to Schirmer’s argument against the army’s claim to benevolence in its 

Civil Affairs projects, Simon refutes the supposed benefits of patrolling. Rather than a 

form of security for local communities, she highlights the economic strain that patrolling 

duty brought for Mayan communities. In some households, the patrol system lead to a 

loss of family workers and the ability to tend to the cultivation of agriculture plots.34 The 

army not only pressured men to participate in patrolling, but also pressured households as 

a whole to contribute.  Sometimes widows and wives, in the absence of husbands who 

had died or left for seasonal migration, would have to pay for the lack of patrol duty from 

their household or had to allow young sons to serve duty.35  

 Under President Ríos Montt, forced conscription often presented itself as the only 

alternative to starvation. Some communities that had escaped military violence lived in 

precarious economic situations in the mountains. When the army performed military 

sweeps to find them, families had to descend from the mountains and had no choice but 

to join the PAC or die.36 In general, members did not receive pay for patrol duty and 
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worked 12-hour shifts at a time. In sum, militarization burdened communities 

economically and it took time away from tending to crops.37  

 The army rebuked arguments against serving by claiming that patrolling furthered 

economic development. In response to the international and domestic voices claiming 

that the PAC were forced, it pointed out that reconstruction was achieving its goals in 

certain communities.38 Truth Commissions proved this general assertion wrong by 

demonstrating that the development work that patrollers did was mostly for the army, 

such as carrying firewood and building highways for military access.39 

 Enormous financial burdens aside, a small amount of normal economic activities 

of rural life did continue. The PAC did not freeze daily life. Civilians still had to make a 

living even if their communities were under military or patrol watch. Human rights 

reports and the CEH document cases where seasonal labor migration continued except 

with more restrictions. For example, temporary coastal workers from the countryside had 

to show patrollers IDs and permission slips from finca, or large plantation, owners.40 

These restrictions did not completely stop the activities.41  While human rights reports 

and scholarly works document these examples of continuity under martial law in the 

countryside, the historiography leaves room for further exploration of the multiple ways 

people continued daily life under the PAC system and what that continuity ultimately 

says about Guatemala’s 1980s militarization. Additionally, the abundance of accounts 

about women facing much of the economic brunt of militarization requires a discussion 

of gender as a factor that shaped militarization. 
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GENDER 

 Scholars and truth commissions not only discussed patrol duty as an economic 

grievance, they also examined the PAC through a gendered lens. While only men 

participated in civil patrols, women felt the effects of militarized communities. Part of the 

brunt women bore had to do with the sheer violence in which many husbands lost their 

lives, leaving their wives as widows. The loss of husbands to violence entailed losing a 

source of economic support. According to Garrard, during the Ríos Montt regime, some 

villages became virtual “cities of women”, having lost their men to violence, flight, 

migration, or conscription in the military, guerrilla units, or civil patrols.42  

 REMHI argues that because women usually survived, they had to deal with the 

extremely precarious aftermaths of violence.43 Rural women, mostly widows, provided a 

majority of ODHA’s testimonies related to the theme of civil patrols. Garrard emphasizes 

this hardship by pointing out how these widows often lost their status vis-à-vis that of 

their husbands, their places in local hierarchies of kinship, patrilineal land inheritances, 

and claims to land titles.44 In these accounts, widows often related their experience of the 

period of violence in terms of economic loss. These social and material costs within civil 

patrol communities formed only a small facet of the enormous sum of gendered violence 

that indigenous women experienced in general during the civil war. 

 

CATHOLIC RELIGION 

 Militarization of daily life also implied the cessation or rupture of traditional 

practices and community cohesion. Religion, specifically costumbre, a blend of Catholic 



 

 

18 

 

and Mayan spirituality, thrived in the lives of many indigenous Maya. During the 1980s, 

the military often attacked and suppressed religious activities in the countryside because 

it perceived these forms of community organization as subversive. Abolition of these 

activities was not simply a cause or effect of martial law; it formed part of the fabric of 

daily violence while the civil patrols existed. Because religious activities were so 

ingrained in rural daily life, the army had to make an effort to find and indoctrinate 

people into ceasing Catholic religious activity. 

 Religion was of course, a complicated history in Guatemala. While government 

suspicion of the Catholic Church has a longer history in Guatemala’s secular tradition, 

military suppression of Catholic organizing in the countryside correlated directly with the 

1978-1982 Lucas García regime. During this time, Lucas García and the army perceived 

forms of communal religious organizing as tied to guerilla activity.45 

 The army’s assessments about the collusion between radical groups and pastors 

were not entirely unfounded. Berryman acknowledges that many pastors did preach 

Liberation Theology that encouraged a militant stance against the army. However, he 

argues that the army held a false belief that such activity belonged to a tiny Catholic 

conspiracy. Instead Berryman attributes the radicalization of Catholics to a larger 

dynamic popular movement, in which pastor made up only one element.46 However, the 

Lucas García regime viewed religious organizing, and particularly Catholics indigenous 

congregations, with suspicion and repressed them. The Catholic Church in Guatemala 

also, at one point, publicly denounced the PAC as a forced and coercive system.47  
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 The army was suspicion of religious organizing because of recent developments 

of Catholic Action pastoral work in the 1970s and 1980s. Catholic Action priests 

represented a progressive branch of the Catholic Church that carried out “consciousness 

raising” work in the countryside starting in the 1970s. At the local level, catequistas, or 

catechists, organized rural villagers, and preached about progressive reform to benefit 

poor Guatemalans. Anthropologists Cook and Offet argue that one of the biggest legacies 

of the civil war in Guatemala was the replacement of cofradías by the organization of 

PACs, and that these local religious associations never recovered thereafter.48 Simon adds 

that the patrollers sometimes interrogated and monitored churchgoers closely.49

 Catholic religion forms one part of a number of elements that frame civilian 

experiences in the 1980s, including gender, economic loss, and ethnicity. These elements 

provide a critical context for understanding what was distinctive about militarization in 

the countryside as they shaped how soldiers, patrollers, and civilians thought about and 

reacted to the mechanisms of martial law. The following section utilizes these contextual 

factors to review the larger historiographical frameworks that explain how militarization 

fit within a larger civil war.  
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Chapter 2: Militarization and Counterinsurgency: Broader Debates 

WHY DID THEY KILL? 

 One of the compelling reasons to study forced recruitment has to do with its 

relation to the questions of why or how Mayans could commit acts of violence against 

their own neighbors. From the perspective of the CEH, the violence that civil patrols 

committed against their own community members was primarily a State problem. The 

truth commissions specifically cited many cases where civil patrols acted as agents of the 

military and committed violence against innocent civilians, sometimes acting against 

their will. Among the violations that the PAC committed, the CEH cited massacres of 

civilians, torture, sexual violence, and death threats.50 While the commission placed 

blame on the army for civil patrol violence, they nonetheless pointed out some cases 

where patrollers themselves contributed to a large proportion of violence in certain 

communities.51 Although the percentage of patrollers to commit human rights abuses was 

likely a minority out of the entire PAC demographic, the phenomenon of neighbors-

killing-neighbors situates this history within broader historiographies of state violence, 

genocide, and surveillance.52  

 Arguing that such a phenomenon began to appear in World War II scholarship 

about Nazi personnel who contributed to the large-scale genocide of European Jews, 

Remijnse cites previous theorists that categorized forced participation into three 

categories: authorization, routinization, and dehumanization. For her, the PAC case 

exemplifies the sub-group of “authorization” because patrollers mostly followed orders. 

The army’s dehumanization of suspected “subversives” also played a part.53 She also 
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cites the Stanley Milgram’s 1961 psychology experiment, which many scholars used to 

explain events of World War II. Milgram tested the relationship between distance and 

dehumanization and found that subjects in a lab experiment could become willing 

participants in harming others if given orders by an authority.54 Anthropologist Kimberly 

Theidon tackled the issue of complicity and violence in intimate setting in her study of 

the civil war in 1980s Peru. In her anthropological work, she argues that rather than 

discussing motivation and collaboration in a strictly philosophical sense, the local context 

is the best indicator of why and how individuals engaged in acts of violence against their 

neighbors.55 Such a conclusion points to a need to consider a deeper context of people on 

the ground since this was a case in which genocide did not simply involve state actors but 

also neighbors killing neighbors.  

 

STATE VIOLENCE THEORY AND GENOCIDE 

 While the phenomenon of neighbors killing neighbors appears in historiographies 

beyond the Guatemalan case, the task of pinpointing what type of war this belongs to 

remains much more difficult. Cold War, state violence, and genocide form some of the 

common frameworks of this history, especially in Latin America.56 Theidon cites the 

term “new wars” to contrast contemporary conflicts with conventional warfare. “New 

wars” are likely to be civil conflicts fought with guerrilla tactics and counterinsurgency 

responses, and civilians frequently bear the brunt of the violence.57 Scholarly accounts of 

the internal conflict in Guatemala produced a myriad of similar terms to describe the 
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events of the 1980s, including civil war, internal conflict, armed conflict, genocide, 

ethnic cleansing, and counter-insurgency.  

 While a definitive term may not be possible, the debates about the terms have 

produced fruitful insights. Schirmer complains that some political scientists often 

characterize State violence as “irrational”, and a result of “poorly disciplined peasants” or 

“bloodlust commanders”. She argues against blaming human rights abuses on marginal 

actors. Instead, she points to the deeper institutional rationales for such violence, 

claiming that they were intrinsic to the structure of the military rather than a symptom of 

it.58 Anthropologist Victoria Sanford argues that the army’s campaign of violence was 

intentionally a genocide based on phases of terror, which military generals designed not 

only to kill indigenous Mayans, but also to destroy their integrity as a community.59  

 One thoughtful response to this framework of violence, by Garrard, was to call it 

a de facto genocide but not necessarily a de jure genocide. Garrard argues that the fact 

that the military seemed to attack Mayans based on political calculations and also 

targetted Ladinos complicates the legal stipulation of intention given genocide 

definitions. It does not suggest the topic of genocide is not worth examining.60 

Ultimately, the civil patrols play an important part in these larger framework debates 

because they imply that violence is also not simply top-down or a neat division between 

hero and enemy. Indeed, army officials have claimed that excessive violence of the likes 

recorded in Truth Commissions resulted from “rogue” soldiers rather than systematic 

strategies of war. Some generals also dismissed the excessive violence as a result of 
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“civil war” between indigenous peasants.61 This generalization about Mayans’ 

involvement in the conflict highlights the danger of producing sweeping conclusions that 

serve to soften the responsibility of the army. 

  

SURVEILLANCE AND SECURITY 

 The task of conceptualizing Maya participation in the violence has led scholars 

like Schirmer to conceive of the military apparatus as an institution with mechanisms that 

intentionally encourage civilian-on-civilian violence, policing, and control. Remijnse 

discusses Guatemala during the 1980s as a surveillance State, which utilized concrete and 

psychological measures of terror that worked to repress “subversion”.62 She highlights 

the army’s militarization of rural communities in terms of a societal panoptical prison, in 

which individuals live in a state of silence and repression.63 As Garrard highlights, 

“Foucault borrowed the image to explain how surveillance, monitoring of one’s 

neighbors, and seeing-without-being seen are the epitome of asymmetrical power.”64 

Such a theory explains how the army created an atmosphere of surveillance and constant 

self-discipline and answers the question: how did the army get the civilian population to 

participate in policing itself?  

 Policing and surveillance manifested in concrete terms as well, through the 

presence of signs of military authority. The CEH documented the high degree of military 

control over daily life through the PAC apparatus and the construction of huts, squads, 

strategic bridge posts, and ID search protocols. By constantly checking identification and 
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interrogating suspicious members of the community, patrol members acted as an 

information network that mediated between the army and the communities they 

monitored.65 Such an atmosphere anticipated that if the army accused a person of 

“subversion”, rumors would follow them wherever they went.  

 Although policing and surveillance was a strategy encouraged from above by 

military officials, it also manifested in a local social context where individuals mediated 

the mechanisms of control. Patrollers, as intermediaries, passed information up to higher 

army command units and received instructions. This broker role afforded members the 

power to change or dilute the information as well. Inevitably the human factors such as 

miscalculation, but also personal biases, interests, and feelings, could impede or co-opt 

urging of civilians by the military to patrol and inform on suspicious people.66 These 

human factors highlight the potential for further study of surveillance as a local social 

phenomenon in which not only patrollers, but civilians as well, mediated militarizing 

policies. 

 

HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS AND INTERNATIONAL ATTENTION 

 A final frame of understanding the historiography of the PAC considers 

accusations that the army violated universal human rights. International pressures for 

such principles of law influenced the decisions of the generals throughout the period; 

they were cognizant of the practical implications of international denunciations by other 

governments and international human rights bodies against their government. On the one 
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hand, soldiers and patrol members explicitly violated international human rights 

precepts.67 Both the international and domestic outlets recognized this fact and put 

pressure on the military to reform its management of the war. Human rights also directly 

related to the PAC given that putting the patrols in the front lines without proper 

equipment and training as cannon fodder violated international laws demanding 

protection of citizens.68  

 This international pressure was actually fundamentally a part of the formulation, 

by the army, of the National Plan of Security and Development. This document espoused 

the military’s new strategy of bringing development, reform, and nationalism to the 

countryside in the early 1980s.69 Prior to the Ríos Montt era, generals began to view the 

army pattern of arbitrary state violence as counterproductive. Under the previous 

president-general Lucas García the military failed both to stem the civil war against the 

insurgency, and to maintain a decent international reputation for Guatemala.70 In the late 

1980s and 1990s, Guatemalan leftist organizations, such as the Comité de Campesinos 

Unidos (CUC) and Consejo de Etnias Runujel Junan (CERJ) also adopted a universal 

rights discourse and called on international actors to pressure the government to 

demilitarize the civil patrols.71 

 If the United States possessed the strongest ability to influence the Guatemalan 

military government to clean its record of abuses, U.S. government officials acted 

ambivalently. Garrard shows that Embassy officials in Guatemala sometimes admitted 

the violations of the PAC, but that they also appeared, intentionally or unintentionally, to 
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cover up the fact that the PAC was a system of abuses.72 Rather, U.S. officials often sided 

with the claims of the Guatemalan government that human rights group pressures formed 

part of a strategy by leftist groups to delegitimize the military government.73  

 Schirmer complains that the emphasis on the human rights debate often allows 

proponents of the army to downplay the culpability of the generals. Accordingly, by 

limiting the discussion of violence to one of international principles, actors can claim that 

human rights abuses, no matter how systematic, were always only a deviation from legal 

norms. This narrow view of violations by the army ignores the way that these offenses 

may have been intrinsic to a larger military project and puts emphasis on individual 

culpability rather than policy or collective interest.74 An additional scapegoat that appears 

in the army’s interests involves how generals could use forced recruitment and rural 

militias as a way of diverting responsibility from themselves in the larger genocidal 

campaign.75  

 International actors were not alone in framing the civil war violence in terms of 

violations of international principles. Similar discourses permeated the mobilization 

efforts of leftist groups in the countryside. Indeed, the denouncing of human rights abuses 

predated the 1980s at a local level thanks to groups like Acción Católica (AC).  

Guatemalan pastors in AC, a progressive wing of the Catholic Church, criticized the 

situation in the civil war by holding the military’s actions accountable to international 

law.  In the 1970s, many lay and local Guatemalans, who had trained for the role of 

catechists and priests, led and transformed this proselytizing work. In the context of 
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Guatemala’s structural poverty and state repression, they espoused a definition of human 

rights that considered economic and social wellbeing.76  

  The army’s own disposition toward human rights trickled down to the 

formulation of PAC members. In its ideological training sessions to rural communities in 

general, the army taught civilians and patrollers that human rights was a subversive idea 

that guerrillas had shrewdly appropriated to undermine the army’s rightful cause. Many 

PAC members who sided with this interpretation experienced the guerrilla struggle and 

the human rights struggle as one. Patrollers found no irony in the idea that “you can be a 

democratic rebel”.77  

 Rural civilians could also co-opt human rights discourse to combat military 

repression and claim victimhood. When truth commission workers interviewed them 

years later, many victims had underwent some form of education about principles of law 

that the army had violated. They often recounted the illegality of certain acts of violence 

and coercion such as when authorities forced individuals to join patrols and commit acts 

of violence. Many asked and hoped for compensation, sometimes from the international 

community, for land and property they had lost. Sanford calls this process one where 

local communities appropriated and reformulated global human rights discourses in order 

to create a sense of individual, community, and national empowerment. Others were less 

optimistic.78 In short, these accounts tell us that notions of human rights also operated at a 

local level.  
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FRAMING FROM BELOW 

 The larger historiographical frameworks above often depicted the civil patrols as 

one aspect of larger conversations about the internal conflict in Guatemala. These 

political narratives do not belong solely to a scholarly literature of intellectual reflection; 

they formed part of key discourses on the ground, before, during, and after the armed 

conflict. Local actors that experienced life under martial law adopted and grappled with 

political discourses, as was the case with human rights debates.   

 The discussion about human rights, genocide, State violence, and surveillance 

shed light on the internal conflict of the 1980s mostly from the perspective of the State, 

and the strategies of the generals. Truth Commissions, scholars, human rights groups, and 

the military reflected on one of the unique aspects of the war in Guatemala: a period of 

martial law when authorities obligated indigenous civilians to commit violence against 

their neighbors. The historiography debated issues such as culpability, international law, 

and security.  

Yet the militarization of daily life also requires a deeper analysis of how civilians 

in the countryside participated in and experienced these events. Whether victims and 

perpetrators acted with agency or passively lived through the events forms one of the 

paradigms of this focus. The presence of the army personnel in the countryside implied, 

beyond concrete acts of violence, a discursive war in which civilians received and 

interacted with political discourses. Examining how the historiography conceptualizes the 

role of the civilian Mayan population within the PAC communities, the next section will 

discuss ‘bottom-up’ perspectives of militarization.  
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Chapter 3: Debates about Militarizing the Maya Population 

 Up until now, this paper has reviewed the contextual as well as the larger 

framework narratives of the1980s. What follows is a review of the more nuanced debates 

regarding militarization of local communities. At this level, the historiography considers 

the roles and responses of the indigenous Maya population to the PAC and military 

repression in rural communities. Scholars also extend analysis into the realm of 

psychology to gauge how people made decisions under conditions of stress. At a deeper 

level, studies acknowledge how victims, perpetrators, and those who occupied both roles 

often came from the same community. Even civil patrollers, despite severe limitations, 

continued daily occupations such as harvesting corn when they were not patrolling.79 The 

emphasis on the civilian population in general permits consideration of the civil patrols as 

a civilian phenomenon. 

 

TWO FIRES 

 At the level of debate, one of the largest and most contentious arguments about 

the civil patrols and militarization of daily life forwarded that indigenous Guatemalans in 

the 1980s were ‘caught between two armies’, the Guatemalan military and the guerrilla 

army. This perspective occasionally depicted Mayans as victims and passive recipients. 

Carlota McAllister calls this the “dos demonios”, or ‘two-demons’, narrative, and other 

authors have called it the “caught between two fires” narrative.80 According to 

McAllister, “dos demonios” views Indians as having been caught in between trigger 
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happy Ladinos who espoused an ideology of communism that was more about racial 

prejudice than political conflict. In other words, the Ladino guerrillas did not care about, 

and actually disliked, the Maya population. They co-opted them for reasons of self-

interest. This view dismisses the claim of the Left that their goal was to serve the interests 

of indigenous Guatemalans. It also effectively charges the guerrillas with complicity in 

genocide by suggesting that their initiatives provoked state violence. McAllister fires 

back at this claim by arguing that scholars must not ignore Mayan participation in the 

Left.81  

 Yet other authors have pointed out that the guerillas did deserve blame for 

entering rural villages and then fleeing at the sign of the army, leaving civilians 

unprepared for army incursions. Historian Hal Brands argues that the guerrillas alienated 

their indigenous base with violent tactics meant to provoke and expose the military’s 

repression against campesinos or peasants. The rebels hoped that in doing this, they could 

radicalize the peasants. Instead, some communities opted for accepting the civil patrols as 

a way to ensure security, tranquility, and a sense of normalcy after a period of chaos.82 

 The problem with the “dos demonios” argument is that it reduces participants in 

the PAC to passive actors rather than considering the complex choices involved in the 

decision to patrol. The latter view however, places full blame for the excesses of the army 

campaign on the guerrillas. Although most authors identify the military as liable for the 

vast number of human rights violations, historian David Stoll actively argued that 

Mayans were “caught between two armies.”83 However, on a more nuanced level, a 
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discussion about culpability and agency converges with another central question: even if 

indigenous communities were “caught” in-between, how do scholars measure the degree 

of agency that civilians and patrollers had within PAC communities? 

 

VOLUNTARINESS 

 The logical question raised by this debate is the discussion as to whether the civil 

patrol system was voluntary or forced. Guatemalan generals, such as Héctor Gramajo, an 

influential General and Defense Minister during the 1980s, claim that the decision of 

communities to patrol was spontaneous and independent of army coercion. According to 

him, self-defense militias formed in the early 1980s as part of a natural desire of 

communities to protect themselves from guerrillas. This argument appears in interviews 

as well as army documents that outline the role of the PAC.84 The assertion also allowed 

generals to deny responsibility for human rights violations and deflect international 

pressure to demilitarize the patrols.  

 To be sure, documents show that a small percentage of communities did willingly 

defend themselves against both guerrillas and the army. At times, they did this by 

asserting community autonomy and asking the army to allow them to form self-defense 

units.85 The army used such examples as public relations tools to claim that this was the 

norm and that the military only helped to give direction and structure to what was already 

a desire of communities: self-defense. 
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 As a counter to this assertion about the voluntariness of the PAC, human rights 

organizations point out that plans for the PAC system existed in ad hoc military 

bureaucratic records. Army codes and decrees, while deviating from Guatemala’s 

constitutional right to free association, established the jurisdiction of the army over the 

civil patrols. One military pamphlets claims that the PAC “are, we repeat, exclusively a 

civil-political organization” in order to argue that they are not under army jurisdiction.86  

 Part of this debate owes to a tradition of weak legal structures in Guatemala 

during military dictatorships in the latter twentieth century. As Schirmer explains, 

nineteenth century liberal regimes in Central America often allowed a gap between just 

laws and the leniency they granted to executive use of those laws. During the 1980s, the 

generals created a system in which they could present the illusion of impartiality within 

law while at the same time leaving space for the justification of repression.87 But this 

elision of legal culpability ran into problems with regard to militarization. Simon asserts 

that the army did indeed create decrees tying the PAC to a military command structure.88 

Despite the evidence, the lack of legal transparency in Guatemala may have hindered the 

ability of foreign observers to make fair assessment. US officials were ambiguous about 

the question of the degree of voluntariness of the PAC in the 1980s. Even the UN, at one 

point, called civil patrolling a system of “peer pressure” rather than forced conscription.89  

 Most authors prove effectively that the PAC was a system of forced participation, 

based on testimony by civilians and former patrollers. Human Rights Investigator Joel 

Solomon also cites international and domestic constitutional rights that the military 
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violated by enforcing forcible conscription.  Solomon points out that the question of 

voluntariness itself obscures the fact that even people who committed the human rights 

violations voluntarily acted in an unacceptable manner.90 Others have pointed out that the 

obligatory nature of the PAC allowed the army to implicate the indigenous population, 

forcing them to get blood on their hands. Using the patrollers as a scapegoat on which to 

blame coordinated and arbitrary acts of violence, the army attempted to evade 

responsibility.91  

  

VARIANCES AND GREY AREAS 

 The debate about voluntariness could also undermine the complexity of civilian 

motivations for participating. The Procuradoría de Derechos Humanos, a human rights 

organization branch of the Catholic Church, divided the patrollers into three categories:  

1) assimilated, 2) disagreeing, 3) in-between. In other words, there were varying levels of 

acceptance of, or disagreement with, the patrolling.92 

 As the categories above illustrate, an “in-between” category existed, between the 

extremes of forced and voluntary, where various other motivations existed. This grey area 

relates to some accounts in the historiography that ask why people commit acts of 

violence against and police their own neighbors. As Kimberly Theidon points out, such a 

phenomenon is not new in history. Theidon argues that the novelty of such historical 

cases is not the phenomenon itself but the analysis that is rooted in context that can offer 

insights into why people kill or are complicit in a system of killing.93  
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 In relation to the civil patrols, the historiography alludes to some alternate 

motivations for participating that speak to the particularity of Guatemala. Sometimes, 

patrolling served as an alias for other power struggles or commitments. For example, 

Simon argues that patrollers at times simultaneously helped guerrillas by informing them 

about the army.94 The truth commissions also point out that the PAC created inter-ethnic, 

intra-ethnic, and inter-communal, conflicts that had less to do with communism than local 

struggles of power.95  

 Grey areas also encompassed the issues of consent. One example relates to the 

occasional attempts by military officials to bring the local populations to consent to 

patrolling. Saenz as well as truth commission reports have documented cases in which the 

army needed to dialogue with the population, including through petitions to promote a 

popular consensus to allow the army to facilitate weapons and training.96 In other words, 

the army was not completely hegemonic and at times tried to produce concurrence on a 

communal level. Such complications illuminate how the motivations for patrolling did 

not exist as a binary between forced and voluntary compliance. In some cases, alternative 

motivations included the desire of patrollers to move up in the social hierarchy by 

acquiring power. 

  

PERSONAL POWER 

 At times, the PAC functioned as a mechanism of personal betterment because it 

offered power and mobility to members. Within military circles at the local level, some 
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patrollers, even under coercion, used their authoritative position to climb the social ladder 

and secure respect amongst the community, as Simon has shown. At the same time, 

civilians that associated with or supported the local PAC sometimes reaped economic 

benefits even though they were a minority. Patrollers or patrol chiefs also occasionally 

abused their authority for self-aggrandizement, which included stealing land, bribing 

neighbors, sexually abusing local women, and wielding their authority to settle personal 

grudges.97  

 The CEH considered examples of patrollers that benefitted from the power and 

privilege of their positions for personal betterment. Yet it did not generalize all patrollers 

this way.98 The army, on the other hand, attributed such cases to a small number of 

“delinquents.”99 However, on a qualitative level, many aspects of self-interest may have 

been more fluid, since the difference between a self-interested patroller and one that only 

followed orders transcended strict binaries. Overall, such examples drive home the point 

that the civil patrols were not simply a manifestation of counterinsurgency dynamics, but 

encompassed local disputes as well. 

 

PROPAGANDA INTERNALIZED?: LOCAL COMMUNITY AUTONOMY AND SECURITY 

 If motivations of self-aggrandizement and self-betterment accompanied some 

patrollers’ use of their authority, they did not rule out that members of the PAC took 

sides in the larger wartime politics. Did some communities truly accept the civil patrol 

logic of fighting communism? More precisely, what did it mean when villages and towns 
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showed enthusiasm and initiative to patrol? One thread of the historiography points to 

examples of how some civilians actively adopted organizing local militias for the self-

defense of their localities. When this group bought into, or acquiesced in, the patrol 

system, they asserted a degree of local autonomy regardless of the involvement of the 

military thereafter. Saénz demonstrates how, as a matter of pragmatism, many civilians 

actively chose to accept the PAC over the risk of another army or guerrilla violent 

incursion.100 He also argues the need for an ethnographic study to understand the 

complex  motivations of defenseless villages.101 

 However, examples of active community adoption of the PAC were the exception 

rather than the rule. When the majority of patrollers made the ‘choice’ to patrol, it had 

less to do with asserting local autonomy than with avoiding the army labeling them as 

guerrillas for refusing. In spite of this fact, media channels in Guatemala depicted Indians 

as going to government offices to request the installation of civil patrols for their 

communities, although the same individuals often informed investigators that the army 

coerced them into doing this.102  

 The appeal of safety that the PAC offered to some communities also encompassed 

an ethic of village self-defense, at least in arm rhetoric. With the act of patrolling, rural 

civilians were not only out of harm’s way, but they were actively protecting their own 

communities as well. Kobrak mentions that many witnesses repeated the mantra of “safe 

again”, while also considering that this was the mantra of the official discourse.103 A 

sense of security also reinforced sentiments of local sovereignty. The military tried to 
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promote a conception of autonomy among rural villages as part of its plan to bring the 

population to side with the army and agree to patrol. Solomon cites one example as the 

civil war was winding down in the 1990s when local patrollers routinely threatening 

those who avoided patrol duty asking, “When are you gonna come back to patrolling? Or 

we can get the army to take care of it.”104    

  The autonomy in defending their own communities had an appeal for patrollers 

who felt their roles as males in the communities to be in flux. The CEH points out that 

the civil patrol system allowed people take up the role of sovereign protectors of their 

communities when the internal armed conflict transformed traditional forms of security. 

The PAC replaced local community authority, including local mayors and community 

leaders, and t acted as an intermediary between civilians and the military.105  

 An additional aspect of this discursive role for the PAC was the way the army 

enfranchised the historically marginalized indigenous populations by conferring authority 

to them and arranging for them to carry guns. Such concessions were unprecedented and 

showed a level of army trust in the Maya whom the state had historically marginalized, as 

Kobrak mentions. He points out that the army intentionally promoted these conceptions 

about self-defense, autonomy, and trust between the army and Mayans as part of their 

counterinsurgency plan, while indoctrination sessions tended to avoid the origins of the 

conflict.106 However, the security, safety, and sovereignty that framed the PAC 

experience also embodied concrete forms such as the ability of patrollers to brandish 

markers of authority such as guns and uniforms. 
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Finally, the potency of concepts of security, safety, and autonomy may reflect the 

effectiveness of army indoctrination. Military instructions, propaganda, and practical 

training helped shape the outlook of patrollers. The CEH points out that these elements 

interiorized, within communities, a fear and suspicion of guerrillas, and a suspicion for 

outsiders in general. It also taught violent protocols for interrogation and killing.107 

REMHI refers to the “group control and militaristic socialization methods” that not only 

pressured individuals to take part in violence but also to distinguish themselves by 

arbitrary acts of violence on defenseless individuals.108 For example, in her study of 

Joyabaj, Remijnse points out that the army propaganda tried to convince those who 

stayed in villages that refugees would someday return as guerrillas.109  

As mentioned previously, this ideological training and conditioning extended to 

human rights organizations and their representatives. Solomon points out that the army 

taught people to fear human rights as a concept that the guerrillas wielded to undermine 

the government.110 This aspect of the historiography reveals how army propaganda 

extended from the generals to the patrols and ultimately affected the way villages 

received information. The army tried to foment in communities feelings of safety, trust in 

the army, and a sense of local sovereignty. Although the army propagandized and 

internalized such notions from above, these beliefs also had concrete consequences. In 

many communities, this environment of accusation and suspicion gave way to patrollers 

harassing proponents of communal reconciliation and transparency years later. 
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GUARDING AGAINST DENUNCIATIONS 

Patrol member fear and suspicion of human rights activists, outsiders, denouncers, 

and people who resisted recruitment were not simply ideological; they contained 

substantial threats. By quashing any perceived criticism of the patrol system, members 

avoided any questioning, doubts, and legal investigation of their role in human rights 

violations. This is why, as Remijnse points out, some patrollers resisted exhumations by 

forensic groups years later. They feared that such organizations would dig up the past, 

both literally and figuratively.111 Schirmer recounts how some patrollers used 

intimidation and killing directed at organizations like CERJ who directly challenged the 

PAC system by pointing its illegality and the arbitrary acts of violence that members 

committed. When communities denounced their local PAC, as well as the practice of 

forced recruitment, patrollers threatened individuals associated with these groups and 

often took away their ID documents.112   

Schirmer argues that various motivations led patrollers to stay on guard against 

denunciations of the PAC. These included the desire to play it safe, fearing a return of 

violence in their villages, or waiting until military officials told them to stop.  Others 

wanted to leave on favorable terms with the army to ensure that it would compensate 

them with guns they had purchased or used, and that current confrontations did not come 

back to haunt them.113 Much of this reasoning was pragmatic and self-interested. 

However, the latter example implied, as authors have pointed out, that the PAC carried 

the weight of many denunciations against them, and the military was not always willing 

to take the blame for PAC abuses such as massacres, torture, and sexual violence. The 
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fingers pointed to local patrollers.114 Memories too were loaded; they carried the weight 

of the past that some patrollers would have preferred to ignore.115  

 As these examples illustrate, self-discipline contained a self-defeating component 

for patrollers. By following the army’s protocols about silencing dissent, PAC members 

suppressed their own responsibility in violence. The act of repressing past events created 

ruptures in their communities and came back to haunt them in the form of denunciations, 

investigations, and exhumations.  Such a contradiction relates to theoretical discussions 

by some authors about the psychological aspects of a police state, or an environment of 

heightened terror and security. For example, Remijnse cites Foucault to argue that 

Guatemala was a case in which the military disciplined minds and bodies with 

surveillance and control mechanisms.116 The CEH claims that the PAC encouraged 

patrollers and civilians in general to remain silent out about the abuses that patrollers 

committed for many years.117 The army suppressed and silenced communities as a norm; 

the panopticon effect added a distinct and less tangible layer of silencing within social 

relationship. 

 While Remijnse’s theory about self-policing highlights the less tangible modes of 

control that operated in the everyday, the ethics of this form of self-discipline also 

produced concrete effects. For Remijnse, the PAC checkpoints, observation posts, 

registration of foreigners, and information gathering contributed to mutual distrust and 

distrust of foreigners.118 Simon points out that at times there were orejas (spies) in the 

PACs that local military attachments assigned. Often, these informers acted out of an  
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incentive to fabricate information, or were Ladinos whose businesses were failing and 

personally benefitted from snitching on others. She also claims that there were cases of 

solidarity among and between patrollers, protecting members of the community against 

the army.119 The motivations for spying could encompass self-interest and solidarity. 

Civilians could easily adopt the label of “subversive” or “guerrilla” if they made a wrong 

move. 

 While the army encouraged patrollers to control and dissent and criticism of PAC 

actions, both from within and without, they did so with an open-ended interpretation the 

danger at hand. How did army officials and patrollers conceive of the “other”, the 

“enemy” that they were trying to purge from their communities? Remijnse cites the 

scholar Carole Nagengast to consider how states create the “radical otherness” and 

“punishable categories of people.”120 However, the distinction in Guatemala was that the 

civil patrollers were from the same village as the “enemy” and so the lack of “distance” 

necessitated the production of difference on the part of the army. In this environment, 

innocent civilians and patrollers themselves risked falling under the label of “subversive” 

or “communist” at the discretion of patrollers, even when evidence did not substantiate 

the claim.121 According to Remijnse, this situation contrasted from WWII, when armies 

delineated their enemies more clearly.122 Nevertheless, the creation of a “radical 

otherness” between neighbors produced psychological consequences on the ground, such 

as feelings of mistrust and shame that compounded the broader effects of martial law. 
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RESISTANCE 

Finally, at the other extreme from ‘buying in to protocol’, the historiography 

alludes to a wealth of explicit and subtle examples of local resistance to militarization in 

rural communities. Many accounts demonstrate how people circumvented recruitment. 

For example, Kobrak and Simon point out examples of people refusing to patrol or send 

their children to do so.123  

On the other hand, members of the PAC occasionally found ways to resist from 

within. Simon illustrates how some members in subtle cooperation with neighbors 

avoided and sidestepped duty by, for example, only going to posts for five minutes before 

the arrival of the army patrol to make the army think they were patrolling. Remijnse also 

recounts how some groups, including a group of teachers, deliberately looked the other 

way when on duty and spotting guerrillas.124 These examples of resistance reveal some of 

the ways people could circumvent the imposition of the military restrictions and codes of 

daily life. They also highlight creativity in the midst of terror the human capacity to 

deeper values of respect toward fellow human beings. 

 Resistance represented the other extreme of motivations and reactions to the 

patrol system that included desire for personal power and the practice of self-discipline. 

These variances in civilian and patroller responses to militarization illustrate how the 

conscription into the PAC did not follow strict binaries between forced and voluntary. As 

this review has highlighted, the way individuals made sense of their role in the armed 

conflict always depended at least in part on their local-social context. The historiography 
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has suggested ways of approaching that context through a deeper analysis from the 

perspectives of actors on the ground. 
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Part II: Analysis of Testimonies 

 The review of the historiography has suggested the need for further analysis 

focusing on a bottom-up and cultural approach to understanding martial law in the 

countryside. The following examination of a broad range of testimonies about the early 

1980s grows out of this suggestion. The study uses the concept of ‘militarization’ broadly 

to include the physical elements such as forcible recruitment into military ranks, civil 

patrols, and the presence of army garrisons in rural daily life. However, it also considers 

militarization as a social and cultural phenomenon that interrupts and interacts with the 

fabric of daily life. Chapter 4 will begin this investigation by focusing on material 

culture; namely, the role of cédulas and food under martial law. 
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Chapter 4: Objects as Symbols of Power 

 Negotiations over power and consensus between civilians and authorities were not 

explicit processes. One of the ways of getting at the subtle tension between military rule 

and civilian autonomy is by looking at a recurrent theme that embodied the struggles of 

daily life under civil patrols. Objects of symbolic importance, specifically identification 

papers, or cédulas, and food, especially maíz or corn, appeared frequently in witness 

accounts and alluded to this strain over autonomy.  

 The way authorities and civilians used cédulas, provides a critical lens into the 

bureaucratic control structure of a militarized society. It also raises questions about the 

right to citizenship and autonomy. By autonomy, this paper refers to the specific ways 

that civilians asserted social, cultural, political, and moral rights, to deflect army and civil 

patrol repression. Civilians also asserted these rights to denounce abuses that the 

authorities committed against them, their loved ones, and their neighbors.  

 The way food structured lives in PAC communities, on the other hand, allows for 

an insight into how the struggle for physical sustenance took on the rationale of a 

symbolic struggle between systems of meaning along political and cultural lines. In the 

1980s military official discourse labeled ordinary rural village activities of gathering food 

as suspicious because they assumed that villagers were feeding the guerrillas. The 

military also betrayed its intention to undermine the spiritual and communal integrity of 

Mayan civilians by physically destroying an important symbol of their culture: maíz. For 

Mayans, maíz held a spiritual significance and the cycle of agricultural harvests was tied 
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to the Maya cosmovision. Through a local social context, food and cédulas served more 

than just their obvious purposes; they became a tool for the negotiation of power and 

meaning between authorities and civilians. 

 

IDENTIFICATION PAPERS OR CÉDULAS 

 Cédulas played a major role in the local politics of the civil war. They were the 

equivalent to ID cards that established citizenship. Identification papers are a good 

analytical tool for understanding militarization in the Guatemalan countryside more 

broadly because the civil patrols and military constantly policed men and women by 

checking their IDs, even in the most remote corners of the countryside. Without 

identification, suspected people could not prove their citizenship and thus soldiers could 

accuse them that they were guerrillas, or foreign subversives without legal protection.125  

 The army also used IDs as a tool for controlling the local population. When 

soldiers or patrollers collected or checked IDs, they kept track of people they deemed 

suspicious and the army kept a database of these people. IDs contributed to intelligence 

activities like the creation of “black lists” which were the records of rural residents 

deemed as “subversives” who the army executed.126 

 In contrast to the army’s using IDs as a control mechanism, rural civilians used 

IDs to assert their mobility. Civilians had to pass through checkpoints when fleeing 

violence, visiting town markets to buy food, or migrating seasonally to work in fincas, or 

estates. Even in heavily militarized zones, civilians could occasionally continue these 
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normal activities with the help of their documentation.127 Civilians also used IDs to 

surpass false accusations against themselves or their loved ones. In testimonies, women 

were particularly adamant about the important papers both for making denunciations 

against unjustified crimes against their husbands and carrying on with daily life after 

losing family members. The army used IDs as tools for control; the civilian population 

used them to return to normalcy.  

 

IDS AND ACCUSATIONS 

 Most often, when soldiers encountered civilians lacking documentation, they 

concluded that they were guerrillas. This accusation had less to do with guerrilla policies 

than it did with the army using arbitrary excuses to persecute people. Nevertheless, ID 

checks, whether done informally or in front a military group, were crucial ways of 

establishing difference between civilians and guerrillas.  

 Despite the key role of identification, authorities did not practice strict protocols 

on how to treat people according to the evidence; rather, ID checks followed arbitrary 

and informal means. For example, in 1980 in Jolotenango, a group of civilians had visited 

the town to accompany a catechist in Church proceedings. When a soldier ran into the 

group in the street, he asked for the men’s IDs. One witness told the soldier his name but 

did not include his middle name, which appeared on the ID. Using this error as an 

arbitrary justification, the soldier confiscated the man’s identification papers and later 

followed the group of men as they entered a supermarket. The soldier waited outside the 



 

 

48 

 

supermarket, and when the men eventually came out, he proceeded to beat him. The 

soldier improvised his act of persecution, using the appearance of a middle name in the 

ID as a justification.128  

 Arbitrary round-ups and ID checks like this one were common during this period. 

The witness mentions that, beginning in that period, the act of walking on the streets in 

public was dangerous.  Military enforced recruitment sweeps occurred frequently. While 

the exact intentions of this soldier were unclear, he appeared to be improvising because 

he gradually changed his approach according to the circumstances. First, he confiscated 

the man’s papers, then he physically tracked the group, and finally he attacked them. For 

the soldier, the arbitrary detail of the middle name sufficed as a justification to pursue the 

group. This confrontation exemplified how authorities exaggerated the policies related to 

ID checks and lacked a strict protocol on how to use IDs in policing.129 

 Of course, authorities manipulated identification papers for more than just their 

capricious suspicions. Identification papers had legal and bureaucratic repercussions as 

well. Another relevant testimony described a case in Rabinal in 1982, when authorities 

forcibly disappeared a patroller.130 On a day in which the patroller and his wife were 

walking back from town after baptizing their baby, a car pulled up and judiciales --army 

members in charge of special executions-- stepped out.  The authorities asked the 

patroller for his identification papers and tossed it to the ground before kidnapping him. 

In doing this, the military officials seemed intent on trying to erase the identity of the 

patroller. They also obstructed his claim to citizenship.131  
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 They soldiers were producing a rationale to persecute the victim based on his lack 

of identification. The wife of the victim claimed that the motive of the disappearance was 

the envy of local Ladino man who had proposed to the wife when she was a teenager, 

which resulted in a rejection. The Ladino man sat in the back of the car as authorities 

kidnapped her husband. This example illustrates how easily personal grudges converted 

into false political accusations. It also illustrates how cédula enforcement protocols 

allowed authorities to produce ad hoc and false rationales for repressing civilians and 

patrollers.132 

 The identification papers continued to play an important role in this arbitrary 

detention when the wife retrieved the papers and took them to the nearby military 

barracks. When she arrived, the police told her that maybe the soldiers detained her 

husband because he was a guerrilla and without papers. When she mentioned that she 

collected the papers, they responded that maybe the husband would be released in the 

next few days. If she continued to pester them, they added, they would detain her as well. 

She headed home trembling from the threat. In this case, the police standing in front of 

the military barracks improvised their response to the wife’s claims. The response of the 

police gradually evolved into a threat; but not before the wife had offered a legitimate 

piece of evidence for her husband’s release: his papers.133  

 This wife had performed an important act that appears in many of these 

testimonies: that of using identification papers to resist persecution. This was, in effect, 

an inversion of the way authorities used identification papers as a tool of persecution. The 
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papers played an important role in the act of kidnapping since the authorities thought that 

disposing the IDs of victims facilitated the ability of authorities to control the freedom 

and fate their victims. When the wife took the papers to the officers in front of the 

barracks, she was reversing that role and reclaiming her husband’s autonomy.134  

 The wife’s struggle with documentation papers did not end there. In the same 

testimony, she describes losing her own ID when civil patrols ransacked her home. She 

then visited the municipal office in town to request a new ID.  On her initial visit, when 

she claimed that the army had “destroyed” her old ID during an army-sponsored attack, 

she received a setback. The municipal secretary --who she described as a fat, angry, 

serious Ladino man-- told her that the fact that the army had destroyed her ID implied 

that she was a guerrilla. He claimed that if she were innocent, the army would not have 

invaded her home.135  

 The municipal officer, like previous authorities, was improvising by making an 

accusation against the women based on her lack of identification. In this case, without 

concrete evidence, he conflated her loss of ID with an association with the guerrillas. 

This accusation illustrates how the bureaucratic control of civilians through ID policies 

was a flexible process that municipal authorities improvised.136 

 This wife later made another improvised claim about her identification papers. On 

a second trip to the municipal office, accompanied by a local priest, she lied to the 

municipal official and said that she lost her papers while working on a finca. This lie 

served to reverse the accusation that she was a guerrilla and instead emphasize her 
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hardworking ethic. The wife recognized the importance of IDs, their symbolic and 

political importance in civil war accusations. From that recognition, she maneuvered her 

way out of the accusation by changing her story about the ID.137 

 The wife’s response to the accusations against her husband and herself reveal that 

not all forms of military repression were predetermined. Many civilians found ways to 

resist arbitrary forms of violence and policing related to IDs. For example, a civilian 

could withhold information or claim ignorance about their neighbors when authorities 

inquired about them.138 Yet these events rarely ended in positive outcomes for civilians. 

The wife from the case mentioned above found another unwelcome surprise on her newly 

issued papers. In the place of marital status, it said “widow”. She had not handed in any 

death certificate on behalf of her husband. The bureaucratic mechanism behind the scenes 

had performed a finale erasure of her husband. The municipal office had modified her 

marital status on her ID without her knowing what happened to her husband.139 

 

CIVIL PATROL IDS AS COERCION 

 Identification papers not only circumscribed the lives of civilians, they also acted 

as a mechanism to enforce the recruitment of civil patrols. Civil patrols had their own 

special IDs. These were blue or pink papers that had the “Conduct Code for Civil 

Defense Patrol” written on them. They also contained propaganda images and writings 

and required three different identification numbers on them. When the army gathered the 

men of rural villages and towns to establish civil patrols, the IDs they handed out served 
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as a tool of bureaucratic control.  If patrollers or soldiers caught men, who were supposed 

to be patrollers, without these I.Ds, they went to jail.140 The fact that some patrollers who 

were checking the IDs were not literate also contributed to the arbitrariness of ID 

checks.141 The civil patrol IDs also contained an additional propaganda purpose. The 

patriotic language of the code of conduct and the fact that the IDs were military-issued 

conveyed a sense of patriotism and citizenship that served to undermine civilian 

opposition to the military.  

 In theory, while many Guatemalans had identification papers from the State, the 

concept of a universal citizenship for many rural Guatemalans rung hollow. The 

indigenous Maya and poor Ladinos historically felt marginalized, both politically and 

economically, or they did not feel like national citizens at all.142 With the civil patrols 

round-ups, the army was symbolically granting rural Maya a form of citizenship. The 

propaganda on the IDs conveyed a partnership between patrollers and soldiers, the honor 

of fighting for the country, and the confidence the army had in the Maya to defend their 

own villages. The action of the army of handing out of civil patrol IDs fit within a chain 

of displays of army-sponsored propaganda that also included civil patrol marches and 

civil patrol indigenous beauty queen pageants. 

 Documentation papers formed a crucial part of counter-insurgency in Guatemala. 

Soldiers and patrollers on the ground made decisions as to whether a civilian appeared 

affiliated with the guerillas, or not, based on documentation. They also improvised, 

stretched, and falsified ID-based accusations on a consistent basis. This improvisation 
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included exaggerating arbitrary information regarding one’s papers, using civil patrol 

identification papers as impromptu recruitment coercion.  Authorities deliberately 

removed the access of suspects to their documentation in order to have legal leverage 

over their fate.143 

 On the other hand, civilian recognized the symbolic and political importance of 

IDs and used the implicit assumptions about IDs to their own advantage. Most 

importantly, an analysis of identification papers helps deconstruct the veneer of absolute 

military control. IDs reveal the underlying struggles between local authority figures and 

civilians over the question of autonomy.  

 

FOOD AS A TOOL OF WAR 

 IDs were not the only object that embodied the tensions between civilians and 

authorities in the countryside. Food also played a symbolic role in an informal struggle 

for power in communities affected by civil patrols. Food was important in two key ways.  

On the one hand, village residents often gathered food from places outside of their own 

homes, including from neighboring town markets. During the 1980’s however, 

authorities began to suspect civilians of hoarding food to support the guerrillas. For patrol 

leaders and military officials, any act of offering food to guerrillas qualified a person as a 

sympathizer. This suspicion disrupted certain normal activities of daily life, including the 

act of visiting markets.   
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 Food also became a target of the army’s “scorched earth” campaigns and 

persecution of whole communities that they suspected of being guerrillas. When 

authorities invaded these communities, they intentionally burned and razed the local crop 

harvests and food vessels. These actions not only had the effect of physically debilitating 

communities, but also of undermining the spiritual integrity of Mayans. As a necessity of 

community sustenance and as a tool of military repression, food played an important role 

as a commodity of daily rural life that embodied the tensions between civilians and 

military authorities over autonomy. 

 For many rural residents, the practice of visiting markets in nearby towns and 

villages was a normal activity that represented the economic inter-dependence of 

communities and the freedom of movement to attain goods. During the 1980’s however, 

civil patrols or military leaders accused civilians of supporting guerrillas whenever they 

visited markets to gather food; sometimes these accusations were true.144  For example, in 

Rabinal in 1980, the father of a witness had to go to town to gather incaparina, a high-

protein beverage, for the students in a local school. When he went to the town plaza, local 

bystanders ridiculed him and harassed him with accusations that he was gathering food to 

support guerrillas. On the way home, a group of drunken men shot and killed him.145 

 This episode offers a snapshot of how the normal practice of visiting a market to 

retrieve food became symbols of civil war accusations and suspicions.  The harassment 

by onlookers in the town plaza also represented a trend of social division between 

residents of rural and urban areas. According to this social chasm, urban residents, mostly 
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Ladinos, in areas less prone to military repression, followed the official military 

narrative. They portrayed Mayans as likely sympathizers with the guerrillas.   

 The reverse of the same accusation concerning food was just as potent. In Las 

Posas Sayaxche, Petén in 1988, a patrol commissioner observed guerrillas operating 

nearby after discovering that they had killed a patroller. He then logically deduced that a 

resident must have given the guerrillas food. He blamed it immediately on one supposed 

supporter of the guerrillas. The commissioner then executed the suspected accomplice of 

the guerrillas.146 This example illustrates how authorities could use their own official 

military tropes about food to persecute civilians, even before they gathered concrete 

evidence. 

 Gathering food from markets was not the only suspicious activity according to 

military discourse. Obtaining water from natural sources also served as a symbol of 

guerrilla support. In an additional example in Baja Verapaz in 1981, soldiers executed 

one man for building a well in the mountain to produce water.147 The normal practice of 

retrieving water also came under the control of military scrutiny. While these testimonies 

do not always clearly reveal if the accusations were true or not, they illustrate more 

generally how assumptions and tropes about food and water circumscribed the daily life 

of rural civilians. 
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FOOD AS A SYMBOL OF CULTURAL VITALITY 

 While food could symbolically justify military persecution, food also appears in 

witness testimonies as an important commodity that represented the autonomy and 

vitality of rural residents. According to Mayan cosmovision, the harvest of maiz and its 

preparation hold religious importance in the lives of their communities. Anthropologist of 

Guatemala, Victoria Sanford, points out that the Guatemalan army intentionally 

implemented its genocidal “scorched earth” campaign to destroy symbols of Mayan 

culture including the maiz harvests.148 The testimonies examined here reveal how, in the 

midst of the militarizing efforts, authorities and their co-conspirators ravaged the 

agriculture harvests and the piedras de moler-- the mortar for grinding maiz—of victims 

as a part of their persecution of suspected guerrillas. 

 For example, one witness highlights how, in Rabinal in 1981, the authorities 

burned both a symbol of her culture-- her piedra de moler-- and confiscated a symbol of 

her citizenship-- her identification papers.149 In Xococ, Rabinal in 1980, while civil 

patrols and military commissioners were persecuting one community, they forced the 

civilians to stand with their backs to their homes while the authorities burned their houses 

and maiz. The witness describes hearing the trueno, or crackling, of the burning crop.150  

 In testimonies, witnesses often described regretting the burning and confiscating 

of these symbols of their culture and citizenship. In the section where they described their 

demands for the future, many witnesses cited their desire for reparations for economic 

violence committed by authorities. These demands reveal how civil war violence related 

to food. The internal armed conflict was not a clear-cut war between guerrillas and the 
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army. Instead, it manifested in commodities such as food and IDs. These commodities 

had as much to do with the autonomy of civilians as they did with the accusations that 

authorities produced. Food and IDs became objects of negotiation. 
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Chapter 5: Normalcy amidst Chaos 

 Objects like food and IDs allow a window into the way militarization affected 

rural civilians because they allude to rural activities that continued despite the ruptures 

that a military presence created. Army, and sometimes civil patrol, repression produced 

terror in the lives of many civilians that haunted them at all hours, even in the night. 

However, political violence did not obstruct the practices and choices of civilians to 

better themselves or their loved ones. For example, a mother might choose to continue to 

send her child to a school despite the civil war violence that surrounded her community, 

in order to assure prosperity for her child.151 Civil patrol duty and policing delimited the 

lives of residents; however, civilians resumed certain social activities such as religious 

observance, childbirth practices, and baptisms. They also retained communal and moral 

value systems such as the respect for childbirth and the defense of vulnerable 

neighbors.152  

 This continuity of normal practices and values allowed for a sense of stability in 

daily life to persist. However, the reverse could also be true. The army utilized the façade 

of normal social activities and community values to coerce or trick civilians or 

communities they suspected of having ties to guerrillas. For example, a civil patrol might 

invite a woman to a local school to do “work” as a trick and then kill or rape her. 

Similarly, an accomplice of the army could use an invitation to a party as a trick to lure in 

a potential “guerrilla”.153  
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 The values and activities examined in this section consist of spaces where direct 

military confrontation did not operate. These ‘in-between’ spaces and low-points of 

violence included religious celebrations and ceremonies, childbirth rites, and intra-

communal relations of respect and morality. These aspects of daily life are crucial for 

understanding the impact of the civil patrols and militarization.  

 The struggle of individuals to continue normal practices of life, and the repression 

of those practices by authorities, illustrates how the ends of military repression were not 

predetermined. In these spaces, civilians and authorities negotiated and improvised the 

consensus about how daily life operated. Four detailed examples illustrate this 

phenomenon below more closely. 

 Despite the recurrence of military persecution in testimonies, one activity that 

continued to appear in witness accounts was the observation by rural residents of 

Christian customs. Many Guatemalan indigenous civilians incorporated Catholic 

religious practices into daily life. Religious activities also formed an important part of 

daily life under militarization as a mechanism to cope with trauma and loss. On the other 

hand, religious practices also played a symbolic and political role in army violence. Many 

of the victims of violence cited in the testimonies that the Catholic Church recorded had 

affiliations with a religious group. More than one testimony reveals the anxieties and 

suspicions that the army held about the organizing power of civilian Catholic groups.154 

 For example, in Cubulco, Baja Verapaz in 1981, the military command came to a 

community to organize civil patrols and military commissioners. As the community 
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gathered in the presence of the army, soldiers picked the new military commissioners 

from among the residents. They gave the commissioners orders that, from that day on, 

they had to prohibit organized Catholic religious groups; even the sight of a Bible would 

be evidence for accusation. At this point, the affiliates of the Church in the community 

opposed this command but then the soldiers threatened their lives. These orders by the 

army reveal the exaggerative and arbitrary quality of persecution. While Catholic groups 

may have indeed joined in solidarity with guerrilla groups, the army’s order went further 

in trying to repress a normal practice of rural life.155  

 This improvised logic behind the persecution of religious groups did not rest on 

the army alone. The new military commissioners had asked the military what to do about 

religious groups and received the order to prohibit them. Then the commissioners 

responded to the community by saying that they are now the padres, or fathers, of the 

community.156 This initiative by members of the community to adopt the persecutory 

logic that the army had ordered is revealing. It illustrates how military repression 

depended on help from local participants. This case also illustrates how civilians 

continued with their observance of Catholic customs and tried to resist the army’s orders 

in a public confrontation. To an extent, then, civilians did not always buy into the 

counter-insurgency logic of the army. 

 Some civilians were adamant about continuing Christian customs during the 

armed conflict in order to cope with the traumatic experiences of the civil war. More than 

one testimony revealed that women who lost their husbands later turned to conducting 
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private masses as a way of dealing with the losses.157 Civilians also used their own 

Christianity as a moral front against accusations that they were subversives. The example, 

mentioned previously, of the woman who had lost her ID and turned to a priest to help 

her get a new one best exemplifies this type of moral rebuttal. With the priest by her side 

at the municipal office, she used the opportunity to refute that she was a guerrilla. 

Instead, she asserted that her community only worked and celebrated the word of God. 

Only then did they give her new identification papers.158  

 

THE CLINIC GATHERING 

 While civilians continued to practice familiar activities like conducting masses 

and participating in Church groups, the army used familiar social activities and symbols 

to buttress its counter-insurgency efforts. One striking example of how the army used a 

symbol of familiarity to militarize and persecute civilians occurred in Rabinal in 1982, 

when the army built a clinic in the town. Soldiers ordered all the residents within the 

vicinity of the town to the clinic. The army likely used the clinic as symbol of community 

and safety to draw people in. The soldiers handed out toys to women and children so that 

the children would not cry. One witness described how the army arranged the men from 

the community in a “beautiful” standing formation along the edges of a path in the street 

leading up to the clinic.159  

 Despite the beneficent image and ritualism of this event, the army was using the 

opportunity to gather and organize the population. Soldiers separated the men from the 
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women and children in order to form civil patrols. They organized the male residents into 

civil patrols. They also read off a list of names of certain civilians, including “delegados 

de la palabra de Dios”, or ‘representatives of the word of God’, whom they later 

massacred, leaving the local civil patrols to clean up the mess.160 

 The contrast between the display of benevolence and the violence that ensued is 

striking. It hints at the fact that without such a display, the army would have had a 

difficult time militarizing the area. Forced recruitment had as much to do with appearance 

as with obligation. As pathetic as this display of benevolence appeared, in hindsight it 

allowed a space to exist between rupture and familiarity; the army did not blatantly 

terrorize the community but rather created a situation in which it could sustain a façade of 

an alliance between the community and the army.161  

 This event did not simply placate the residents. Rather, civilians discussed the 

situation amongst themselves fearful of what they had experienced and what might come 

in the future. In the testimony, the witness cites her conversations with her husband, a 

newly formed patroller, where he argues back and forth about the dilemma of being a 

good citizen and patroller and the fear of another massacre occurring. The façade of 

beneficence that the army projected produced a repercussion: it led some patrollers, like 

this husband, to doubt whether he should fear for his life or not. In projecting an image of 

benevolence and unity with civil patrols, the army inadvertently undermined its own 

counter-insurgency practices. Some patrollers, like this husband, questioned the 

contradiction between the supposed stability of patrolling and the obvious military threats 
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that the community faced. Eventually, the wife lost her home to displacement after the 

army disappeared her husband. 162 

 One contrast to this case occurred in Nentón, Huehuetenango in 1982, where 

authorities had recently invaded a community and massacred a group of residents. When 

the residents inquired as to the whereabouts of the victims, one auxiliary had a revealing 

response. He gave them a note saying that if they wanted to see the family, they could go 

to San Miguel prison and pay 40 Quetzals to the mayor to release them from prison.163 

The auxiliary falsified the helpful suggestion however. The mayor subsequently said to 

the inquiring family members: “Poor guys, there is no one in prison.” After the massacre, 

the authorities tried to bury the dead but the residents were able to find this grave. The 

falseness of the original claim of the auxiliary was obvious.164  

 The fabrication that the authorities publically purported to the family members 

implied that they were trying to offer an illusion of the order of law. They feigned an 

illusion of stability to hide the inexplicable nature, in the estimates of the villagers, of the 

arbitrary massacres. The degree of violence in this massacre was particularly arbitrary 

and symbolic because it involved burning the ears and mouths of the victims; a message 

that enforced the general atmosphere of silence and suppression under militarization.165 

 The lie tricked the families of the victims in time so that the authorities would not 

have to confront their responses. It created a temporary sense of order so that the 

perpetrators could escape without having to explain their actions. Previously, in the same 

account, a military captain had told the family members of the soon-to-be victims, “We 
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won’t kill them unless they are involved in something.” This verbal reassurance implies 

that an idea of justice was floating around. The attempt to feign an image of law is a 

reflection of the lack of stability but also the need to negotiate around a sense of justice. 

Military repression did not operate uninterrupted but instead depended on subtle –if false-

- negotiations with the local population.166  

 

CHILDBIRTH IN JAIL 

 Part of the reason why authorities did not have complete control over all aspects 

of rural inhabitant’s lives was because many had ties to local inhabitants. Some authority 

members such as civil patrols could occasionally express sympathy for their victims or 

captors based on certain traditional and communal notions of respect. One example of a 

situation in which normal traditions hindered the counter-insurgency logic of repression 

occurred when a woman in prison gave birth. In February of 1982, in a village in Baja 

Verapaz, patrollers tied up a group of women and jailed them in a neighboring town. 

When one of the imprisoned women went into labor, the guards let her out, along with a 

female companion as a midwife. This act of pardoning reveals how certain community 

and social values can disrupt military patterns of repression.167   

 The fact that prison authorities had compassion for their detainees illustrates the 

weaknesses of the concept of a total military repression. A week later, the guards let out 

the entire group of women, apparently also because of the one child born. They took pity 

on the women apparently saying, “We are going to let you free you poor folks.” This 
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example does not prove that authorities often expressed compassion for victims of 

violence. Nor does it excuse arbitrary prison detentions. It does illustrate, however, the 

ability of authorities to restrain acts of punishment based on moral and social 

expectations.168 In a different example, in Rabinal, Baja Verapaz in 1982, a birth of a 

child prompted a couple to go get the child baptized in a different town despite the 

dangerous conditions. The fact that the husband was a patroller may have afforded the 

couple the safety to do this.169 These accounts illustrate how certain aspects of daily life, 

like respect for childbirth and baptisms, did not always halt despite the dangerous 

political violence that surrounded civilians.  

 

MORAL DEFENSE OF A NEIGHBOR 

 The traditions and values of childbirth were not the only important moral 

compasses that disrupted patterns of violence. The same interruption occurred on the 

grounds of moral defense for helpless neighbors. In 1982 in San Antonio Huista, 

Huehuetenango, a group of soldiers appeared in a community with a speech-impaired 

resident tied up in their custody. The man, a local resident, could not respond to the 

soldiers questions because of his disability. Community members gathered and claimed 

they knew the man. They defended him, saying that he was defenseless and that it was 

necessary to have respect for him. This example illustrates how a community could 

maintain moral values in defiance of authority. It also reveals how, despite some 
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unbreakable barriers of terror, rural civilians could openly criticize the behavior of 

authorities when it struck a chord with their moral convictions.170  

 While civilians occasionally resisted military repression on moral grounds, morals 

could also permeate into the patrolling logic of the military itself. For example, in August 

1982 in Nentón, Huehuetenango, a young man with the intention of volunteering for the 

PAC told his parents: “I’m going to declare myself to the army, but I’m not killing 

anyone, just delivering papers…even if I die, I die, if that is what God wants.”171  This 

statement reveals how the son showed a concern for the ethical value of not killing others 

while balancing a justification for patrolling. This delicate balance was a product of the 

negotiation that was embedded in the decisions of many Guatemalans to patrol. This 

negotiation does not obscure the fact that patrolling was obligatory. However, the army’s 

recruitment of villagers into civil patrols was not a simple and streamlined process. 

 For example, in the same account, the soldiers had told this son that his job would 

be limited to delivering messages, placating his ability to resist on moral grounds. The 

soldiers also dismissed all the women from the community meeting they were 

administering and forced the men to put mud on their faces. This resembled a kind of 

symbolic initiation in which the army was improvising a military and masculine ethos. 

The army also at times vied for the consent of the local population to participate in 

patrolling. These examples of subtle techniques of coercion and the wrestling between 

militarization and moral values imply a social bargaining at times between civilians and 

authorities.172 
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 Up until now, this paper has dealt with the continuing practices, values, and social 

relations of daily life in Guatemala under the armed conflict of the 1980’s. It focused less 

on the mechanisms of concrete acts of political violence in order to shed light on how 

civil war violence and negotiations of social relations permeated daily life. By doing so, 

this analysis touched on the fact that there existed a thin line between victims and 

authorities. Patrollers were simultaneously civilians and authority figures. The following 

section analyzes more closely the role of perpetrators in social settings during concrete 

acts of violence. It illustrates the ambiguity of the relationship of perpetrators to victims 

by looking at one recurrent theme of civil war violence: the use of masks and disguises 

by perpetrators. 
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Chapter 6 - Disguises and Violence 

 Even in concrete acts of political violence, perpetrators of political violence under 

the counter-insurgency effort negotiated their power over victims. This section skips over 

the analysis of statistics of violence to examine the psychological components of violence 

between military authorities and civilians. Many perpetrators of violence appear in 

testimonies wearing disguises, masks, and military uniforms. These disguises and articles 

of clothing served more than just to help perpetrators hide their identities. They also 

played a symbolic role in the negotiation of social relations of power between authorities 

and civilians. Military disguises and masks represented terror for many witnesses who 

remembered many perpetrators as having hidden their identities before violent acts. 

Disguises also regulated the shame and intimacy implicit in interactions between local 

authorities and the civilians they knew before the military had penetrated their 

communities. 

 On the surface, masks protected the identity of the perpetrators and their 

collaborators. Masks had the obvious function of hiding the faces of patrollers or soldiers 

to maintain their anonymity while they performed executions or massacres.173 Although 

testimonies do not reveal the army’s reasoning behind wearing masks, they allude to the 

fact that many masked perpetrators of violence were familiar with the civilians they 

encountered.  

 One of the recurring acts which masked patrollers and soldiers committed was the 

forceful entry into the homes of victims. This invading of the private space of civilians 
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explains in part how or why perpetrators utilized masks; to repress the sense of intimacy 

that the invasion of the home signified. Masked perpetrators also appeared in cases in 

which perpetrators attacked Catholic Church affiliates. For example, in Xococ, Baja 

Verapaz in February 1982, the army obligated the local patrollers to paint their faces 

before ordering them to execute a member of the Catholic Church.174 The correlation 

between masked perpetrators and victims who associated with Church groups shows that 

religion played an important role in prompting perpetrators to hide their identities. 

Christianity played an important role in rural daily life for civilians. The wearing of 

masks and disguises helped protect the identities of those who targeted Church affiliates 

against possible moral rebuttals from local residents. 

 The time of day of perpetrator attacks and home invasions also alluded to the 

uncomfortable intimacy between perpetrators and victims. When patrollers or soldiers, 

often with patrollers alongside, entered homes, they often wore masks, handkerchiefs, or 

face paint. The correlation between home invasions and these disguises suggests that the 

patrollers who knew the victims had something to lose in showing their identities. While 

it is not clear as to the definite motivation for wearing disguises from the testimonies 

alone, it is important to point out that testimonies revealed how perpetrators of violence 

and their victims knew each other and lived in the same vicinity. Language played an 

important part too, since many patrollers or invaders often spoke the local dialect of the 

Mayan languages, which often gave them away.175 
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 Some testimonies claimed that the perpetrators came during the early mornings; 

others indicated home invasions late at night.176 Invasions in the home were traumatic 

and overwhelming for victims, often involving perpetrators threatening the victims or 

burning the house and destroying their belongings.177 In Santo Domingo, Baja Verapaz in 

December 1981, patrollers, soldiers, and judiciales woke their victims up with a lie about 

their need to attend local commission. The authorities ended up tying the victims up.178 

Perpetrator actions on suspected people who were asleep did not just occur in the homes. 

This kind of sneaky attack occurred in cases where civil patrols attacked strangers for 

staying the night in a different community. In Rabinal, Baja Verapaz, in early 1982, local 

patrollers attacked a man in his sleep after he journeyed to their community to visit the 

market and stayed the night.179  

 The act of wearing disguises and surprising victims in their sleep helped 

perpetrators hide their identities, making it easier for them to confront their victims. Yet, 

perpetrators could also show compassion behind their masks. For example, in October 

1986, in a village in Dolores, Petén, a masked group of soldiers, a patrol chief, and a 

military commissioner, invaded the home of a couple. They told the couple they had 

nothing to worry about because they were in their own house. However, they warned the 

couple to leave so that nothing bad would happen to them. This might reflect how some 

of the masked authorities had an intimate relationship with those couple and wanted to 

spare their lives.180  
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 Apart from reflecting the relationship between perpetrators and their victims, 

outward appearances of perpetrators also helped some authorities convey messages to the 

local population. Military authorities often obligated patrols to wear certain uniforms and 

masks to disguise themselves. In Xococ, Baja Verapaz in February 1982, patrollers 

forced a military commissioner to dress in uniform before they killed him.181 This 

example implies that the army, by enforcing symbolic rituals of dress, tried to enforce a 

military ethos and honor, in which even its own personnel were subject to punishment. 

Though this testimony does not reveal the actual motivation of this act, it relates to other 

examples of the importance of wearing diguises and illustrates the symbolic importance 

of wearing them. The interest of the army lay in conveying the political narrative of 

‘military vs. the guerrillas’ in the local areas. It struggled to do this when certain 

individuals or communities did not buy into this narrative. Therefore, it needed to enforce 

certain measures such as the imposition of dress codes.  

 The recurrence of masks and disguises in testimonies indicates that civil war 

violence did not rest on clear-cut divisions between guerrillas and the army. Civil war 

violence involved cases in which perpetrators and victims knew each other, or where 

perpetrators had a stake in hiding their identities. Masks and disguises, whle invoking a 

military ethos, also served to regulate the intimacy between perpetrators and victims and 

in violent acts that involved the inavsion of the homes of suspected civilians. On the one 

hand, the military imposed the wearing of masks and uniforms to produce terror and a 

logic of military ethos that supported their political narrative of the war. On the other 
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hand, perpetrators who wore diguises operated in intimate areas, where they needed to 

protect their identities. The very act of wearing disguises implied a form of negotiation of 

social relations.  Masks and disguises helped regulate violence that otherwise broke 

implcit social barriers between familiar perpetrators and victims. 
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Conclusion 

 Militarization of daily life in 1980’s Guatemala was an outcome of the military’s 

strategy of forming civil patrols and policing and repressing local populations. Civil 

patrol recruitment was obligatory and often, civilians had little or no means to escape the 

military violence that they faced. Despite this lack of choice, civil war militarization was 

not a complete and uninterrupted process with perfect results. Instead, it involved military 

authorities negotiating and improvising their positions of power within local 

communities. Rural residents also negotiated the meanings and symbols of power and 

their role in the civil war.  

 Militarization in the countryside did not amount to a simple guerrilla war between 

the army, the guerrillas, with the rural residents caught in-between. Civilians played a 

crucial role in resisting, and making sense of the, at times, arbitrary and even genocidal 

violence. The civil war included indirect effects of military repression and the policing of 

rural life more than the direct confrontations between the army and the guerrillas. The 

civil patrols were the most direct manifestation of rural militarization, but the indirect 

aspects were less visible. Militarization encompassed a struggle for consensus and 

notions of power. Objects, such as IDs and food, took on symbolic roles as meaning 

makers in civil war. Conflicts over the meaning and continuity of daily rural activities, 

religious practices, and moral values were not pre-determined; civilians and authorities 

actively and subtly negotiated them. 
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 Even in the direct heat of violent confrontation, the power that authorities held 

over suspected guerrillas or guerrilla sympathizers proved tentative. Military executions 

and home invasions involved a subtle negotiating process that used disguises and masks 

in purposeful ways. Military authorities used guises, in part, to terrorize civilians and thus 

prevent anyone from considering joining or supporting the guerrillas. Nevertheless, the 

act of wearing masks also hinted at subtler faults in the mechanisms of military 

repression. Often, the intimacy between perpetrators and victims required perpetrators to 

wear masks in order to hide their shame. On the other hand, the act of wearing masks 

regulated ruptures of social taboos such as the execution of Catholic Church 

representatives. 

 These examples of negotiation, improvisation, and the production of meaning 

reveal how the military did not act with complete autonomy in its counter-insurgency 

tactics. Nor could it purport its official military discourse without civilians challenging 

the excuses and justification authorities gave for the violence. While many civilians 

found themselves thrust into a chaotic and traumatic period of violence, the mechanisms 

of violence ultimately depended on familiar social processes in which rural Guatemalans 

had a say. 
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