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This dissertation explores the question: What does it mean to live in-between as an 

accelerated flow of people moves between worlds? The high-speed of Internet 

connections, cellular communications and air travel are redefining the traditional notion 

of a shared history, memory, national identity and language. By using Bakhtin’s literary 

tools of analysis, the author captures the complexity that characterizes the narration of 

identities in multicultural/transnational women living in a post-national space during the 

beginning of the twenty-first century. Few studies in the field of multicultural/bilingual 

education have applied Bakhtin’s concepts of heteroglossia and chronotope to make 

meaning out of the complexities in multicultural/transnational identities. Using life 

history methods as a means of gathering the stories of thirteen multicultural/transnational 

women who lived in El Cachimbazo, Guatemala, for six months during 2002, the author 

not only provides a qualitative, alternative perspective on bilingual education but also a 

new tool to understanding the multiple dimensions of identity construction in 

multicultural/transnational individuals.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Transnational processes arise, in part from the globalization of the world economy, the internationalization of 
production and the consequent construction of intricate webs of social relations. . . . In the definition of 
identities, individuals experience displacement, relocation and redefinition of self and community as they 
confront the necessity of classifying the world around them (Goldin, 1999, p. 8).  

 
 

One of the major forces shaping the Americas in the twenty-first century is the 

accelerated flow of people moving between worlds. High-speed Internet connections; 

cellular communication and supersonic air travel are redefining the traditional notion of a 

shared history, memory, national identity and language. Identity constructions have 

become more fluid as reconfigurations of international borders create new intersections 

between cultures. These international junctures called post-national spaces are fertile 

places to investigate the narration of identities in multicultural/transnational women. 

Women inhabiting these post-national spaces, make meaning out of their place in a local, 

national and global structure by telling their life stories (Kincheloe and Pinar 1991). The 

purpose of my study was to document the narration of identity construction in 

multicultural/transnational women while they were living in a post-national space in the 

Western Highlands of Guatemala from May until November of 2002.  

My relationship with the participants of my study was complicated due not only 

to the forces of post-nationalism, but also of postcolonialism. The increasing interaction 

between global economies, politics and cultures has only exacerbated the hegemony that 

has characterized foreign relations in the Western Hemisphere since colonial times. Post-

national spaces often arise from struggles between First and Third World countries that 

create the existence of ruling and subaltern sectors of societies. The collapse of national, 

economic and political boundaries creates a crisis of authority, allowing First World 
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nations to take over Third World economies. This global hierarchy has created a 

transnational workforce that travels back and forth from First World and Third World 

countries. Multicultural/transnational women become key players as sojourners in post-

national spaces who alter the cultural landscapes of both the interlocutors of their new 

context and those whom they left back home (Lincoln and Guba 1989; Suarez-Orozco 

1998). The following statistics illustrate how First and Third World countries are affected 

by the creation of post-national spaces: 940 million tourists are expected to travel by 

2010, 1.3 million students and scholars are at institutions of higher learning abroad 

(Vellas and Becherel 1995), 350,000 employees of U.S.-based companies are on overseas 

assignments (Solomon 1999), 100 million immigrants have left their countries of origin 

(Russell and Teitelbaum 1992) and 19 million refugees have found refuge in foreign 

lands (Leopold and Harrell-Bond 1994).  

For generations, social identities have changed as people explored economic and 

political opportunities in other countries. Identities, however, have been studied primarily 

in the context of migration and adaptation to new environments (Suarez-Orozco 1998; 

Goldin 1999) or of the cross-cultural experiences of American college students (Carlson 

and Jensen 1984; Carlson and Widaman 1988; Carlson, Burn et al. 1990; Opper S. & 

Teichler 1993). Most of the studies that exist on identities universalize human behavior 

(Perry 1968; Adler 1974; Adler 1981; Adler 1984; Bruner 1991; Bennett 1993; Fantini 

1994; Polluck and Van Reken 1999; Fantini 2000) and neglect to address the struggles 

embedded in being between worlds (Clifford 1986; Driscoll 1988; Clifford 1997; Goldin 

1999; Nelson 1999). Recent theorists have moved away from the binary notions of Self 

and Other at home and abroad (Said 1979; Todorov 1982; Taylor 1994) and moved 
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towards a blending of Self and Other in multicultural landscapes (Holland, Lachiott et al. 

1998).  

Since there is little research that puts these experiences into words, it is the 

purpose of my study is to capture the complexities of multicultural/transnational 

women’s identities by using the theoretical concepts of Bakhtin’s heteroglossia and 

chronotopes. Initially, the task of classifying and making meaning of all the data I had 

collected seemed overwhelmingly complicated. I had managed to cluster the participants 

into three cultural groups (Maya K’iche’, Ladinas Guatemaltecas and Gringas of the 

Americas). The participants themselves were not fond of the idea of being categorized, 

but the task of making meaning out of the complexities of their lives was difficult to 

discuss without some overall cultural and linguistic classification. I am sure that my 

struggle is not new to those who work in professions that attend to 

multicultural/transnational individuals on a daily basis. Without any framework or 

structure to make meaning out of such complexity, there is a greater risk of stereotyping.  

I found a theoretical framework created by a multicultural/transnational Russian 

scholar during the early twentieth century, however, that helped me untangle this messy 

conglomeration of data. Bakhtin’s use of heteroglossia and chronotopes assisted me in 

teasing out the most important strands of information in my data sets. I then applied these 

threads to three kinds of chronotopes that created the narrative smoothing necessary to 

make sense out of their complex constructions of identities. The following descriptions 

explain each of these chronotopes: 1) a prosaic chronotope: a habitual moment when I 

came upon the participant unexpectedly, 2) a life chronotope: the sociohistorical context 

of the lives of particular participants during a specific time and space and 3) an art 
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chronotope: the style of how the narrative was told by the participant and how in its 

telling, a deeper spiritual, political or emotional belief was revealed. By applying these 

three kinds of chronotopes to the three different cultural case studies, I will illustrate how 

this new theoretical tool can be used for work in bilingual education, English as a Second 

Language, cross-cultural counseling and other related fields.  

 In academic circles, the articulation of multicultural/transnational identities in 

women is recognized and discussed by bilingual educators (Oglunick 2000), literary 

critics (Said 1979), sociologists (Howard 2000), anthropologists (Anzaldua 1987), and 

philosophers (Ortega 2001). More case studies are needed, however, to reinforce the 

deconstruction of the universalized notions of identity theory and to gain a better 

understanding of the complexity of multicultural/transnational women. 

 

Scope 
 

The Guatemalan Context 

I have chosen Guatemala because I see the country as an extreme case (Patton 1990) of  

multicultural/transnational identity construction and postcolonialism. The country is a 

beautiful and complex amalgam of the best and the worst of the Western Hemisphere. Its 

territory covers almost 7,000 square miles and is home to twelve million Guatemalans. 

The majority of its people are mestizos: biological blends of European, African and 

Mayan descent (2002). Yet despite the mestizo majority, those Guatemalans with 

predominantly Indigenous features have been targeted with virulent racism that dates as 

far back as the Spanish empire (Nelson, 2002).  
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 Although the majority of Guatemalans are mestizos, most of them have made a 

conscious choice to either identify with their Ladino or their Mayan roots. According to 

the Academy of Mayan Languages of Guatemala (ALMG), there are twenty-one Mayan 

linguistic communities and over 61 percent of the population identifies itself as Mayan 

(1999). In fact, Guatemala has the largest Indigenous population in the Western 

Hemisphere. In spite of this majority, however, Ladinos still hold the country’s political 

and economic power with the assistance of postcolonial allies in Western Europe and 

North America. Consequently, economic advantages in Guatemala are more available to 

those who identify with the Ladino culture. The strong alliance between the Guatemalan 

military, the Ladino elite and U.S. corporations has only exacerbated the disparity 

between rich and poor, with 10 percent of the population controlling over 50 percent of 

the national earnings (CEH, 1999). 

 The thirty-six year civil war in Guatemala (from 1954 until 1996) has only made 

the division between depravity and wealth more pronounced. The signing of the Peace 

Accord in 1996, however, created new economic opportunities for those Guatemalans 

who choose to identify with their Indigenous heritage1. Many international organizations, 

in support of rebuilding the Indigenous cultures of Guatemala, have offered economic 

incentives to Guatemalans to return to their Indigenous roots. International programs that 

support bilingual education (Spanish and Mayan languages), Mayan Cosmology, 

agricultural techniques and grassroot productions of artisans have sprouted up in rural 

                                                 
1 The country’s Indigenous population (estimated to be from 45 percent to over 70 percent of a population 
of around eleven million), is itself divided among some twenty-three ethnolinguistic groups (twenty-one 
Mayan and two others), but in the dissertation I will focus only on the Maya K’iche’ population which is 
one of the largest ethnolinguistic groups (Nelson, 1999).   
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areas around the country, offering new economic opportunities to educated Indigenous 

people. 

 A provision of the 1996 Peace Accords requested assistance from industrialized 

nations to alleviate the devastation caused by the Civil War. Malnutrition has quintupled 

since 1998 (Gonzalez 2002), violent crime is at an all time high (Villasenor 2002), and 

the disparity between the rich and the poor is further exacerbated by the unequal 

distribution of land, with 2 percent of the population owning 65 percent of the land 

(Schlesinger and Kinzer 1999). Moreover, the corruption in the country’s highest court 

(Constitutional Court), which ruled in favor of one of Guatemala’s most ruthless 

dictators, Rios Montt, and permitted his registration for candidacy in the November 2003 

presidential elections. His campaign for presidency has been run on threats. Organized 

mobs wearing ski masks and wielding baseball bats have rampaged the capital city 

demanding that Rios Montt be allowed to run (Gonzalez 2003). It later appeared in the 

press that Rios Montt had staged the riots by paying campesinos (peasants) to support his 

candidacy. 

Due to the hotbed of political upheavel and violence in Guatemala, the cultural 

and linguistic diversity is further enhanced by the recent flow of journalists, language 

students, United Nations (U.N.) workers, researchers, doctors and Peace Corp volunteers. 

International organizations, mostly from Western Europe and North America, are 

engaged in efforts to provide electricity, clean water, medical care, food and education to 

the areas hardest hit during the Civil War (Nelson 1999). A surprisingly significant 

number of tourists, mainly from the United States, continue to be attracted to Guatemala 

because of its proximity to their country, its physical beauty, the cultural traditions, the 
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buying power of the dollar, the ease of acquiring three-month tourist visas, and the desire 

to help “right the wrongs” of past American foreign policy in Central America (Nelson 

1999). Some Americans are attracted to living in Guatemala for the respect, kindness and 

generosity they receive from los Chapines (Guatemalan people). Guatemalans are 

typically brought up with certain values that honor “guests” as “blessings from God” and 

therefore treat visitors with the utmost respect, dignity and generosity2. These gestures of 

kindness could also be construed as a colonizing logic still present in a white vs. 

nonwhite society.  According to Ong (1996), this colonizing logic is shaped by the 

lingering history of European imperialism. Colonial empires were central to the making 

of modern Western Europe and the Americas. Encounters between colonizers and the 

colonized gave rise to the view that "white vs. nonwhite" hierarchies were homologous 

with differentiation in “civilization.” In other words, the U.S. and European citizens who 

sojourn to Guatemala usually receive preferential treatment due to a racist hegemony that 

pervades the postcolonial world of late capitalism. This postcolonial relationship between 

Gringas and Guatemalans creates a complicated positionality for most sojourners from 

First World countries. Charles Hale (1994) articulated this ambivalent experience of 

“Anglo affinity” while living on the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua when he stated, “ the 

privileged welcome [they offered me was what ] I found deeply troubling. People 

accepted me so willingly in part because of the affinities with Anglo culture, which 

resulted from a history of Anglo-American hegemony (p.11).” Yet this situation becomes 

even more complicated for women sojourners. Gringas, alone and female in a machismo 

                                                 
2 Some examples of this generosity on the part of host families could be the following: 1) killing their only 
turkey for a sojourner’s arrival into their community of few resources, 2) emptying the master bedroom 
where the mother and her children sleep so that the sojourner could have the best bed in the house and 3) 
receiving invitations to parties in town just because you are a “guest” in their community). 
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culture, often embrace the preferential treatment while they struggle to accommodate to a 

Third World country, but the violence perpetrated by el machismo against Gringa women 

should not be overlooked. As a matter of fact, white, North American women have been 

violently targeted through persistent rumors that they steal babies to sell their organs on a 

global black market. This dangerous accusation has haunted female visitors to Guatemala 

since the 1940s (Oakes 1951; Nelson 1999; Garrard-Burnett 2000). During the time I was 

in El Cachimbazo, there were several attacks against anthropologists who were carrying 

out their fieldwork at mass gravesites nearby. These attacks coincided with a trial led by a 

multicultural/transnational attorney, Helen Mack, against three high-ranking military 

officers involved in the fatal stabbing of her sister, Myrna Mack, an anthropologist in 

1990 (Nash 2002). These dangers limited my mobility while living in El Cachimbazo. I 

was advised not to be out of my house after dark, not to take public buses and not to drive 

alone. Little of this violence makes any logical sense; instead it takes on an ambiguous 

and almost surreal quality that was well articulated by Francisco Goldman when he 

wrote, “Guatemala doesn’t exist; I know because I have been there” (1992). 

 
The Western Highlands Context 

The jurisdiction of El Cachimbazo has become a focal point of international aid since 

1996. According to CEH (1999), the department of El Cachimbazo suffered over half of 

the massacres that were reported nationwide. Consequently, El Cachimbazo, has been left 

with some of the lowest social development indicators in the hemisphere (Garrard-

Burnett 2000). During my six-month stay in El Cachimbazo, I encountered over fifty aid 

workers from more than twenty-six international organizations in this small capital of 

47,000 inhabitants.  
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Due to the tourist attractions of a market town nearby, few travelers take notice of 

El Cachimbazo or venture down the windy roads of pine forests and cornfields that lead 

to this remote location 7,000 feet above sea level. Most of the world travelers who come 

to El Cachimbazo have work contracts lasting from three months to three years.  Their 

interaction with los Cachimbaseros can lead to significant changes in the constructions of 

local as well as foreign identities. Businesses in El Cachimbazo are accustomed to 

dealing with and working with foreigners from far away places, such as Europe, the 

United States, Canada and Cuba. There is also a significant group of commuter 

professionals from other parts of Guatemala, who reside in El Cachimbazo during the 

week and return home on the weekend. The majority of these national professionals are 

Mayans who speak Spanish and K’iche’ and hold temporary work contracts like the 

world travelers.   

 In this brief introduction, I have taken a wide-angle look at the phenomenon of 

postcolonial, post-national spaces and explained how they emerged and justified how 

their effects on identities deserve future study. Little by little, my lens narrowed as I 

explained the scope of my research and then, more specifically, the town of El 

Cachimbazo and its post-national activities. I explained my selection of El Cachimbazo 

as an extreme case of post-nationalism where a variety of cultural groups live and work 

together in a postcolonial social structure and where the disparity between rich Ladinos 

and poor Indigenous has not changed dramatically since colonial times. In the following 

chapter, I will review the literature and explain to the reader how my research fits into 

previous works and how I plan to contribute to the field of bilingual education.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

How shall I talk of the sea to the frog if he has never left his pond? 
How shall I talk of the frost to the bird of the Summerland, if it has never left the land of its birth? 
How shall I talk of life with the sage, if he is prisoner of his doctrine? 
(Chung Tsu, 4th Century B.C.(in Fantini 2000)) 

 
 
Considering the technological advances in transportation and communication, it is no 

wonder that Western societies have become ineradicably multicultural. These radical 

shifts of culture and national boundaries have created post-national spaces with 

individuals whose identities are in perpetual reconstruction. As the increasing flow of 

ideas and theories bleed between worlds, we witness the deconstruction of essentialism 

into localized contexts of history, language and power structures. Post-structuralists 

break from the universalistic mold of identity theory by legitimizing our ability to narrate 

the construction of our identities. In other words, we are given the freedom with post-

structuralism to explain who we thought we were and who we are now according to the 

narratives we tell to particular audiences (Sarup 1996). The art of the telling allows 

narrators to choose their loud or muted hues, their wide or thin brushstrokes and their 

simple or complex compositions according to whom they are addressing. In sum, no two 

identities are exactly alike and no identity narrative is identical in the telling.  

The use of narratives becomes important since questions about identities usually 

get answered with unfolding stories (Sarup 1996). Through stories, the 

multicultural/transnational women of this dissertation research told me about their 

identities: the experiences, people and places that made them who they were at that 

moment. The aim in this literature review, therefore, is to pursue the question of how 

multicultural/transnational individuals make meaning out of their identities while living 

in post-national spaces. In order to answer this difficult question, I will first explore how 
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modernist scholars presented the theories of identities and how these ideas have been 

radically redefined by post-structuralist theorists. Given the perplexity of 

multicultural/transnational identities in post-national spaces, I do not pretend to find the 

end-all answer to identity theory. What I do plan to explore, however, is an antidote to 

postmodern paralysis. My remedy remains constant in the exploration of Mikhail M. 

Bakhtin’s theoretical frames of prosaic, life and art chronotopes. I have found a 

theoretical framework to guide me through the complexities of identity construction. By 

following Bakhtin’s direction of capturing a specific time and space of a 

multicultural/transnational woman’s life using the theoretical tool of chronotopes, I am 

capable of interpreting identities and epistemologies from life stories.  

Through this literature review, I have the opportunity to honor the theorists who 

have come before me and shaped my thinking, a collection of scholars from all over the 

world who have enriched my understanding of identity theory and narrative 

constructions. Including different cultural perspectives was paramount to this literature 

review as I wanted to make sure to be free of “the prison of my own provincialism.” One 

of the only ways I know to break free of my own indoctrination is to step outside of my 

cultural parameters and listen to others who can see cultural blind spots that I cannot see 

while embedded in my own orientation. Some of the most significant inspirations of this 

literature review came from Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds (Holland, Lachiott et 

al. 1998), Identity, Culture and the Postmodern World (Sarup 1996) and Rhizovocality 

(Jackson 2003). With this compilation of multicultural/transnational identity theory 

literature, I hope there will be a realization that these multicultural/transnational scholars 

are not alone. In fact, there are others who speak their academic discourse and understand 
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their struggles. The connections I have drawn between theorists of such diverse cultures 

and academic fields, should facilitate solidarity and a feeling of homecoming, even if 

home is in constant flux with different people at different times.  

 

Traditional Male-dominated Western Thought 

Although social scientists today are not living in the “self-righteous illusions” that 

Western scholars lived in fifty years ago, they still struggle with the loss of authority that 

occurred when objectivism became obsolete. The concept of identity has been 

approached by a variety of fields in the social sciences since the 1960s, such as 

psychology, social psychology, anthropology, sociology and interdisciplinary fields, such 

as cultural and multilingual studies. Psychological theorists such as Erikson (1964), 

Bennett (1993) and Perry (1968) theorized that an individual’s identity followed a series 

of  universal developmental stages that created prototypes across gender, race and 

cultural lines. The influence of universalism pushed theorists in other fields, such as 

anthropology and cultural studies to envision essentialized selves as:  

Stable and enduring characters set in place (by the end of childhood) through 
rituals and other socializing practices that distill and inculcate the core values of 
what were assumed to be pervasive cultures. Such selves persist through time, 
regardless of change in social and material conditions (Holland, et. al, 1998, p. 
38).   

G. H. Mead, founder of social psychology, added an essential element of reflectivity to 

the concept of identity.  In his view, reflexivity developed at a young age and remained a 

constant throughout one’s life, regardless of the culture. During the 1960s, Western 

scholars boasted that their scientific studies possessed objectivity and rationality. Since 

Western white men performed the majority of these studies with Western, white males as 

their participants, however, it is highly unlikely that they could claim that their findings 
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were universal (Belenky, Clinchy et al. 1997). Few anthropologists at the time considered 

their positionality with regard to researching other cultures. Their analysis focused on 

simple distinctions between the “here” and the “there,” the “self” and the “other” or the 

“then” and the “now” and omitted two groups: women and those people whose national 

or cultural identity were mixed by virtue of migration overseas, education or parentage 

(Clifford 1986; Abu-Lughod 1991).  Few social scientists were capable of seeing their 

own cultural blind spots when formulating theory. They were not aware of how their 

society influenced the value they placed on the nature of their analysis and how non-

Western cultures viewed the development of identity differently (Shweder and Bourne 

1984; Holland, Lachiott et al. 1998) These cultural biases, however, became apparent to 

Western scholars when they were confronted with a group of Russian and French 

theorists who pointed out the arrogance in their assumptions. 

 

The Russian Influence 

One of the earliest challenges to universalized identity theory came from two Russian 

social science scholars: Leo S. Vygotsky and his student, Mikhail M. Bakhtin. Their 

sociohistorical school evolved in postrevolutionary Russia during the 1920s and 1930s, 

but their work did not meet Western academic audiences until the 1970s. These Russian 

theorists conceived the psychological development of identity within sociocontextual 

parameters. Vygotsky believed that individuals had the ability to escape their 

sociohistorical conditioning with the use of language. In his view, nothing was universal 

in the “hard-wiring” of the brain. Each individual was unique due to the constant flow of 

daily social interactions in a variety of linguistic and cultural registers. In fact, he saw the 
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formation of identities as contingent on a dynamically transmitted process that Vygotsky 

called “dialogue,” which was reinterpreted and recreated by each generation.  Disrupting 

completely the notion of a universal self, Vygotsky claimed the construction of identities 

was particularistic and localized. As revolutionary as Vygotsky’s theories were in 

rejecting universalism, he was never able to fully articulate how dialogue transcended 

sociohistorical conditions.  

Bakhtin's emphasis on dialogue redefined Vygotsky’s abstract notion of language 

into something more concrete. Bakhtin gave voice to the conflicting, continuing, inner 

dialogue that occurrs silently in each individual’s mind. Bakhtin was one of the first 

theorists to articulate this “inner-babble” where individuals silently talk to themselves to 

negotiate how to address others. In this same light, Bakhtin saw people as predominantly 

social beings who coexist with others, always in mutual orientation, moving toward 

action that is constantly contingent on others (Bakhtin 1981). Bakhtin described this as 

heteroglossia: a specialized sense of understanding the experience of language that was 

sensitive to the meanings of words, of tones and the particular audience; a process where 

pre-existing material flowed through the brain as an individual searched simultaneously 

for the correct means of responding. Because languages were inextricably intertwined in 

ideology and experiences in the world, the utterances produced were a direct reflection of 

the particular, localized collective experience. Freire (1993) described this heteroglossic 

process as “the word becoming the world,” or for my purposes “the word becoming the 

narration of identity.” Yet, Bakhtin added more personal agency to these utterances than 

Vygotsky did, identifying a mixture of the sense of “I” and the words of “Others” in the 

construction of identities. Bakhtin explained reflexivity to be a means of representing 
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ourselves in a way contingent on how others perceive us. In sum, Bakhtin theorized that 

we develop our identities and self-perception through activity and dialogue, but that there 

is always room for personal agency to weigh out which identities to express according to 

the social context and company being entertained3. 

 

The French Influence 

Foucault’s formulation of power and its influence on the construction of knowledge 

added an element of positionality to the discussion of the construction of identities.  

Foucault rejected the notion that scientific investigations are objective; instead, he 

theorized that the institutions within the power structure control knowledge. He viewed 

all investigations as part of the institutionalization of behavior by those in power. In turn, 

he believed that researchers learn to categorize each other according to a hierarchical 

structure given to them by an institutionalized, social science. Unlike Bakhtin, with an 

appreciation for the local, dialogic construction of identities, Foucault denied agency, 

reflectivity and objectivity on the part of the individual (Scheurich 2000). Foucault 

perceived identities as being directly formed by positions of power, affected by gender, 

race, class and nationality. In his view, our actions and identities were a reflection of 

cultural rituals and power struggles. There was no room for rebellion from the cultures 

that created us. In sum, Foucault contributed a compelling and critical look at scientific 

discourse and its contributions in the construction of identities, but his rejection of the 

notion of self or personal agency opened up a great deal of debate. 

                                                 
3 For more information on Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia, please refer to the analysis section of this 
dissertation. 
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Bourdieu, a fellow Frenchman, adopted the Foucauldian idea of power/knowledge 

and the social constructions of identities in his theories of habitus, but he provided a 

space to analyze the cultural forms and their constant improvisation within ever-changing 

social and material conditions (Holland, Lachiott et al. 1998). Like Foucault, Bourdieu 

believed in the inherent hierarchy of all animate and inanimate objects. Yet Bourdieu 

believed that within each of these hierarchical systems, called fields of cultural 

production, there was room for individual agency. In other words, there were ways to 

maneuver around expectations, reject them or find other means of accomplishing their 

ends. Bourdieu’s explanation, like Bakhtin’s, allowed for local knowledge to influence 

the construction of identities. Bourdieu’s emphasis on social positioning, however, 

established an ever-present combativeness between individuals in the struggle for 

dominance.  In my own visual representation of these two postmodern French 

philosophers, I see Foucault’s model as represented by small molecules (individuals) 

pulled into one large lobe (the State) where all codes of behavior among the molecules 

are controlled. In Bourdieu’s model, I see individuals as small clusters of molecules 

huddled together in a tension that pushes some into superior positions and others into 

inferior ones, yet all of them having the freedom to move in creative combinations.  

Bourdieu believed that human agency was activity: people responded to what they found 

in their environment, using historical, social and cultural constructions to maneuver 

through social interactions in order to gain power. In each instance, individuals responded 

uniquely by drawing on past experiences, as well as the resources and demands at hand. 
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Post-structuralists 

As people became more transnational in their activities—spending more of their time 

doing many things in different places—identities became more difficult to articulate. 

Post-structuralism proposed that individuals be viewed as “subjects in process” as they 

moved through post-national spaces encountering contradictions, fractures and new 

constructions. In the post-structuralist view, identities could be investigated by looking at 

the context of history, language and power and at the intersections of the many social 

influences. Coinciding with this new understanding of identity in the 1960s, a new 

politics arose in the Western world, and groups that had been previously ignored or 

silenced valorized their own experience. This proliferation of identities implied a 

plurality of democratic struggles where people began to channel their energy into 

working in groups based on ethnicity, race, gender, religion and nation (Sarup 1996). 

 

The Politics of Difference and Their Contribution 

The social movements of the late 1960s and 1970s—such as feminism, black power, 

national liberation, ecological, gay and lesbian rights, bilingual education and disabilities 

protection, to name a few—created new categories of political resistance in the United 

States, Europe and Latin America. Feminist thought issued its scrutiny of male 

domination and made it impossible to ignore the importance of gender in the postulation 

of identity theory. Before the 1970s, very few women or people of color were welcome to 

express their points of view in the discussion of the development of identities. As 

testament to this fact, the voice of women and people of color have not been mentioned 

up to this point as I explained the development of the “Great Minds” of identity theory. In 
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fact, up until my studies at the graduate level, I was exposed to very few theorists who 

were female or people of color. Feminists criticized the assumption that what men took to 

be important was the same for everyone, regardless of one’s social and economic status. 

Feminists theorized that women and people of color experienced their worlds differently 

as “subaltern sectors” of male-privileged societies (Spivak 1986; Reinharz 1992; Spivak 

1992).  Therefore, one of the first radical correctives to this practice was to study 

women’s identity by creating research and knowledge for, not simply about, women. The 

goals of these first feminist emancipator projects were to use women’s situated 

experiences as the starting point for inquiry and to “release” women’s voices as avenues 

to these experiences (Jackson 2003).  

In the 1980s groundbreaking psychological feminist research was performed 

regarding women’s perceptions on moral problems and relationship crises (Gilligan 

1982), experiences and feelings of connection and disconnection in their lives (Brown 

and Gilligan 1992), and views of reality, truth, knowledge, and authority (Belenky, 

Clinchy et al. 1997). These kinds of feminist emancipatory research projects were 

important contributions to the attack on male-dominated, positivistic detached modes of 

inquiry. Unfortunately their own criticism of andocentric research came back to bite them 

as feminists of color accused them of committing the same error as the white men they 

criticized (Spivak 1986; Anzaldua 1987; Haraway 1988; Minh-ha 1989; Abu-Lughod 

1991; Alcoff 1991; Appadurai 1991; Fine; Behad 1993; Behar 1993; Frankenberg 1993; 

hooks 1993; Lara 1994; Delpit 1995; Sandoval 1995; Behar 1996; Sleeter 1996; Valdes 

1996; Fine 1997; Collins 2000). Feminists of color accused white feminists of  wrongly 

assuming that all women experience the same type of oppression. This valid criticism has 



 19

forced Western researchers (male and female) to look deeper into the relationships of 

power, and more specifically into the colonizing logic that still pervades academic 

discourse, especially as First World, female researchers venture into the studies of Third 

World women (Spivak 1986; Abu-Lughod 1991; Appadurai 1991; Spivak 1992; Behad 

1993).  

Michelle Fine (1992) expressed an additional concern as she critiqued the ways in 

which some feminists’ ethnographic texts appeared to let the Other speak while the 

feminist researcher unproblematically remained opaque: 

[white feminist researchers performing research on women of color] remain just 
under the covers of those marginal, if now “liberated” voices . . . as if they were 
constructed without authority . . . as if researchers were simply vehicles for 
transmission, with no voices of their own” (p.211).  

 

The critical question therefore for researchers became whether or not “the subaltern could 

speak” (Spivak 1994) for herself, or better yet, whether or not a researcher could speak 

for anyone else in all due respect to post-structuralist thought. 

Consequently, a hostile and skeptical climate emerged in the academic world 

where scholars pointed the finger at each other and identified implicit imperialistic and 

racist undertones in their colleagues’ work. In order to protect oneself as a researcher 

from being labeled “racist,” imperialist,” “sexist,” etc. it became academic suicide for 

social scientists NOT to address the following questions in their research pursuits:  

1) Whose account of culture is being privileged?  
2) Whose account is being silenced due to lack of power and privilege?  

(Spivak 1986; Abu-Lughod 1991; Spivak 1992; Spivak 1994; Foley 2000)  
 
Spivak (1986) was particularly concerned about the research performed by First World 

feminists on Third World women and accused these researchers of “doing no more than 
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using the Other as simply a name that provides the alibi for erasing the investigator’s 

intervention into the construction and representation of the narrative” (p. 229). But the 

issue of speaking for Others is an ethical issue in the practice of any researcher, 

regardless of the culture, the class or the color of one’s skin. Those of us fortunate 

enough to study (including Third World researchers like Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 

who was born into an upper-class Brahman family in metropolitan Bengal, studied in the 

United States and became a university professor) have to take precautionary measures to 

evaluate the power relations in speaking for others’ identities. Alcoff (1991) suggested 

the following four principles to help the post-structuralist researcher keep herself in check 

while speaking for others: 

1) Question our desire to master and dominate as the speaker 
2) Interrogate our positionality and how that bears on what we say 
3) Be accountable and responsible for what we say, which involves being open 

and attentive to criticism 
4) Analyze the discursive and material effects of our words—looking at where 

the speech goes and what it does there (Jackson 2003).  
 

Some feminist researchers have taken an alternative route in addressing this challenge by 

re-inscribing themselves into their representational text and writing themselves as 

historically, culturally, politically positioned interpreters with subjective, multiple desires 

of their own (e.g. see Moraga and Anzaldua 1981; Moraga 1983; Anzaldua 1987; Minh-

ha 1989; Kondo 1990; Abu-Lughod 1991; Behar 1993; Frankenberg 1993; hooks 1993; 

Kaplan 1993; Sandoval 1995; Sandoval 1995; Behar 1996; Browning 1998; Holland, 

Lachiott et al. 1998; Melchoir 1998; Oglunick 1998; Nelson 1999; Oglunick 2000; Tsang 

2000; Sparks 2002). These studies were courageous testimonies to the struggles women 

faced being The Second Sex (Beauvoir 1989) and maneuvering through positions of 
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power in academia.  The reflexivity and subjectivity they explored have given social 

science new models of ethnography, of relations with participants and illustrations of the 

contradictions they faced. 

 
The American Contribution 

These powerful post-structuralist arguments have been particularly important in 

acknowledging the multiple forms of otherness as they emerge from differences in 

subjectivity, gender, sexuality, class and race. Social constructionism was developed by 

Kenneth Gergen, a professor at Swarthmore College, who spent his entire professional 

life, aside from visiting professorships overseas, in the United States. In the late 1980s, 

Gergen took on this crisis in academic authority via an alternative route: by looking at a 

larger metatheoretical question of how scientists and social scientists construct 

knowledge in their different disciplines. Gergen (1994; 1999) offered a synthesis of the 

contributions from critical theory, feminism, literary theory, rhetoric and other disciplines 

as a means of finding points of intersection where productive conversations emerged.  

The social constructionist critique was enormously appealing to many groups whose 

voices had been marginalized by the existing authorities of scientific truth. Yet slowly the 

social constructionist’s  “axe turned back to gash the hand of the user” (Gergen 2001). 

Accused of lacking consideration of the power structure embedded in their own theory, 

they were given a taste of their own medicine. Social constructionists neglected to see 

how their metatheories on identity were positioned in powerful discourses of an ever-

changing state of politics that dictated new ways of categorizing people. This pitfall in 

academic authority has created tailspins for many post-structuralist theorists. Hillary 

Lawson’s tale of “The Liar's Paradox,” the story of the Cretan prophet, Epimenides, 
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articulated this anathema. Epimenides observed that "all Cretans are liars," but if Cretans 

are liars and Epimenides is Cretan, it is doubtful that one Cretan can be telling the truth 

about all Cretans being liars (Foley 2000).   

In later works, Gergen (2001) took on the challenge of embracing these criticisms 

by engaging in critical self-reflection and considering the argument’s productive pieces 

of the dialogue. Gergen held on to the conviction that dialogue was the anecdote to 

postmodern paralysis and that words gained meaning through their use within 

relationships. Gergen believed, as Bakhtin, that we created our worlds with words.  Yet 

Gergen developed the concept further. He promoted the power of language and dialogue 

as tools to draw disparate communities together, to give intelligibility to the world, and to 

furnish a sense of moral direction (McNamee and Gergen 1999). Gergen saw the 

explosion in communication technologies as an impetus for new forms of dialogue and 

constructions of identity. With Internet access and chat rooms, people of high 

socioeconomic status were able to locate others of like dispositions effortlessly. And 

consequently, these newfound dialogue centers created spaces for alternative group 

consciousness and the profusion of value-based subcultures in First World economies 

(Gergen 1991).  

The social constructionists’ emphasis on dialogue was also triggered by a 

dramatic shift in post-structuralist methods of research. The development of narrative, 

collaborative and autoethnographical methods of research were directly related to the 

emphasis on dialogue between the researcher and the participants. In fact, social 

constructionists’ methods of dialogue, coconstruction, collaboration, community building 
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and narrative life histories have changed the way we perform qualitative research 

(Gergen 2001).  

Now that it is impossible to generalize or essentialize human behavior, post-

structuralist researchers are left with only one option of study: that of the particular, 

individual in a local context.  If people are not seen simply as living enactments of core 

cultural themes, then researchers in a variety of social sciences are free, indeed pushed, to 

ask a broader range of questions about experiences, subjectivity and the role of cultural 

resources in the constitution of this experience. The New Ethnographers of Personhood 

(Holland, Lachiott et al. 1998) began to ask the following questions articulated by  Abu-

Lughod (1991): 

We need to ask questions about the historical processes by which it came to pass 
that people like ourselves could be engaged in anthropological studies of people 
like those, about the current world situation that enables us to engage in this sort 
of work in this particular place, and about who has preceded us and is even now 
there with us. We need to ask what this research will do to the knowledge base we 
use to depict the Other and how our studies will be connected to the existing 
world order (p. 43).                                                               

 
Jerome Bruner (1991) described this kind of questioning as the “the cognitive revolution 

of the human sciences”  where the issue of how reality is represented becomes relative 

and social scientists realized the possibility of narrative as a form of constituting reality. 

Cultural studies theorists added yet another element to the localized identity construction  

others have failed to address: the human capacity for improvisation, spontaneity and 

creativity in response to social and cultural openings and impositions. A superb example 

of the improvisational creativity in the human spirit is told at the beginning of Holland et 

al.’s (1998) book in the form of a narrative where women within a variety of social, 

economic and cultural fields find ways to “scale the walls of hierarchies.” Holland et al. 
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(1998) told of an incident that happened in Naudada, a rural hill community in central 

Nepal, while she and another woman, Debra Skinner, were collecting interviews: 

They invited villagers from various castes to their home for interviews where they 
were interviewing people on a second-floor balcony. They were in the process of 
interviewing a woman of the Sunar caste—historically labeled as untouchables. 
The woman seemed uncomfortable and they guessed that the reason for her 
discomfort was the proximity of the next person to be interviewed. A woman of 
the Chetri caste—historically labeled higher—was sitting around the corner of the 
balcony. About that time another woman arrive at the house to be interviewed: a 
woman from the Sunar caste, in her late fifties. This woman did not feel 
comfortable passing through the kitchen and up the stairs only to meet the woman 
from the Chetri caste, so she decided to scale the wall to get to the second floor 
balcony while the two interviewers went to meet her downstairs (p. 10). 
 

This story served as a metaphor on a variety of levels. It illustrates the ingenuity, 

creativity and character that individuals possess in making their way in an inherently, 

unfair hierarchy. This “woman who scales walls” was the type of individual who lives 

between worlds.  Krebs (1999) described them as “Edge-walkers: those who have the 

emotional fire and the means to embrace and articulate their culture of origin and move 

beyond it" (p. 23). Interacting with individuals between worlds calls into question the 

hegemonic notions of identity constructions and creates a space for a new found 

intellectual freedom. Donald Polkinghorne (1995) describes the advantages of having this 

freedom to pick from a portfolio of identity constructions in order to make greater sense 

of the world:  

The more varied and extensive one’s collection of storied explanatory 
descriptions of previous actions, the more likely that one can draw on a similar 
remembered episode for an initial understanding of the new situation and the 
more likely that one will appreciate and search for the elements that make the new 
different from the recalled instance ( p. 7).  

 
Many scholars in the realm of post-structuralism have labeled the blending of cultural 

elements in individuals using the following terms: “border crossers” (Giroux 1992; 
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McLaren 1993), “border crossing” (Rosaldo 1989), “border writers” (Hicks 1988), 

“cosmopolitans” (Hannerz 1996), “disjunction in ethnoscapes” (Appadurai 1991), 

“cultural hybridization” (Garcia 1990), “cultural schizophrenia” (Gaspar de Alba 1995), 

“interpreters” (Karttunen 1994), “mestizas” (Anzaldua 1987), “multicultural men” (Adler 

1984), “multiplicity” (Kearney 1999), “nepantla” (Marion 1974; Mora 1993), 

“porousness” (Lins Ribeiero 1997; Burns 1999), “psychic restlessness” (Anzaldua 1987), 

“transnationals” (Rouse 1991; Glick Schiller, Basch et al. 1992; Suarez-Orozco 1998; 

Ortega 2001), “travelers” (Clifford 1997), and “world-travelers” (Ortega 2001).  

 

The Postcolonial Critique 

Until his recent death, Edward Said (1979; 1993)—a Palestinean with American 

citizenship who lived in exile in the high culture of America and taught at Columbia 

University in the English department—brought together intellectual work from all over 

the world on the ways imperialism deeply affects individuals’ identities. He claimed that 

Western civilization fabricated a complex set of representations to effectively create an 

imaginary landscape of an Orient that never really existed outside of fantasy and 

paranoia. By disclosing a web of writings that stretched from literary, historical and 

scholarly accounts to political, military and imperial administrative ones, Said asserted 

that the concept of the Orient was a collective invention to justify the colonial conquest. 

In other words, the belief in Orientalism justified colonialism in advance (Sarup 1996).  

In his article “Representing the Colonized: Anthropology’s Interlocutors” (1989), 

he revealed the insidious imperialist impulse present in much of the literature produced 

by the West.  Essentially, he discredited all previous research done by academics on 
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colonized countries and claimed that no one has ever devised a method for detaching the 

scholar from the circumstances of life, from the fact of his involvement with a class, a set 

of beliefs, a social position or from the mere activity of being a member of a society. He 

stated this view in the following quotation—where I presume his use of “we” means he 

was including himself in his generalization: “The reality is that we have vast global 

interests and we prosecute them accordingly” (Said 1989). Yet, in the same article, he 

shifted “the axis of evil” onto the U.S. and warned the “Ugly American” world of its own 

destructive powers:   

We should not lose sight of the swathe the U.S. cuts through the world, and not 
merely the Reagans and Kirpatricks, but also the cultural discourse, the 
knowledge industry, and the production and dissemination of texts and textuality 
(Said 1989)4.  

 
It is clear that Said was very concerned about the role of academic scholars in 

postcolonial times. At first glance, I find Said’s theories quite discouraging as I try to 

pursue academic research with the best of intentions. Upon further reflection, however, I 

see how Said wanted to lead researchers into a more critically reflexive practice in their 

projects and not have them abandon their work all together. Said (1979) gave his readers 

a starting point that I think is relevant to all research projects:  

The starting point of critical elaboration is the consciousness of what one really is 
and is knowing thyself as a product of the historical process to date, which has 
deposited in you an infinity of traces without leaving an inventory. Therefore, it is 
imperative that at the outset of your research you compile such an inventory 
(p.25). 

 
Because Said was especially interested in questions of national identity and exile (for 

obvious personal reasons), he elevated the experience of exiles, immigrants and all of 

those multicultural/transnationals who have crossed boundaries, and he encouraged them 
                                                 
4 Said’s words seem all the more prophetic following his 2003 death after battling Leukemia for years. His 
death is a great loss, and I hope to keep his words at the forefront of this postcolonial time in history. 
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to provide the Western canon with new narrative forms and other ways of telling their 

stories. In his view, the main objective of postcolonial research should be to illustrate 

how all representations are constructions.  

Postcolonial critic Homi Bhahba (1983), however, claimed that Said’s 

Orientalism was not about illustrating all representations as constructions but about 

reductive simplifications of a binary opposition between power and powerlessness.  

Said’s theory, concluded Bhahba (1983), required the supposition of an exterior 

controlling intention that left no real room for negotiation or resistance (or the 

spontaneity of a creative response discussed in Holland et al.’s (1998) story of the women 

who scaled the walls). Bhabha (1986) in the “Foreword” of Frantz Fanon’s book Black 

Skin White Masks argued that the racial stereotyping of colonial power was not 

straightforwardly possessed by the static identity of the colonizer. Instead, Bhabha 

contended that the colonial subject also acquired traits of the colonizer. By using Jacque 

Lacan’s (1979) term mimicry (referring to a colonial subject who will be recognizably the 

same as the colonizer but still different: “not quite white”), Bhabha (1986) explained how  

colonial mimicry was the practice of wanting to be a reformed recognizable Other, as a 

subject of a difference that was almost the same but not quite. Madan Sarup (1996) gives 

the reader a concrete example of one kind of colonial mimicry in his cultural context:  

A class of persons, Indian in blood and color, but English in taste, in 
opinions, in morals and in intellect. . . . As if it is in some sense reassuring 
for the colonizer to see that Indians become in certain respects “English.” 
Colonial mimicry in the production of an Englishman takes on a 
resemblance of the colonizer, but at the same time also acts as a menace to 
its production (p.162).  
 

By stressing the need to examine colonial discourse in psychological as well as historical 

terms, Bhabha believed there was an inner struggle of paranoia as well as fantasy on the 
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part of the colonizer and the colonized. This complex interrelation between the colonizer 

and colonized resonated for me with Bakhtin’s emphasis on the importance of connecting 

the individual experience with others (a site that is defined by its relation to elements 

other than itself in space) and how both the colonizer and the colonized continuously and 

simultaneously constitute each other. Robert Young (1995) suggested this point 

eloquently:   

[Identities of Self and Other] circulate around an ambivalent axis of desire and 
aversion: a structure of attraction, where people and cultures intermix and merge, 
transforming themselves as a result, and a structure of repulsion, where the 
different elements remain distinct and are set against each other dialogically 
(p.19).  
 

To give the reader a further example of the kinds of complex trickery that complicated 

even those with the best research intentions, Alecia Youngblood Jackson (2003) has 

collected a variety of snap shots of these dualistic tendencies within the context of 

Tricksters in feminist research:  

Donna Haraway’s (1991) figuration of the Trickster incites this dualistic sense of 
self, where feminist interviewers “strike up non-innocent conversations” in 
qualitative research projects in which they “give up mastery but keep searching 
for fidelity, knowing all the while that they will be hoodwinked . . . [which] 
makes room for surprises and ironies at the heart of all knowledge production” 
(p.593-594). . . . Viesweswaran (1994) . . . explains that the feminist ethnographer 
as Trickster proceeds in her research supposing that she can “give voice” to 
women while knowing that she cannot fully do such a thing, “displacing again the 
colonial model of  “speaking for” and the dialogical hype of “speaking with.” The 
feminist Trickster “trips on, but is not tripped up by, the seduction of a feminism 
that promises what it may never fully deliver: full representation on the one hand, 
and full comprehension on the other (p.100).  
 

Becoming aware of and then articulating these ambiguities, contradictions, and Trickster 

motives in ourselves as researchers seems to be where feminist post-structural research 

has taken us. Yet, if I were to ask the feminist post-structuralists researchers who critique 

white feminist researchers as not being “in tune with their colonizing logic,” how many 
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of them have taken the courage to re-inscribe themselves into their representational text 

and come out behind the “cloak of academia” (Behar 1996; Pierce 2003)? Few post-

structuralist feminists have added themselves into their studies as historically, culturally, 

politically positioned interpreters with subjective, multiple desires of their own. It is 

easier to point the finger at another generalized group of people and accuse them of being 

a prisoner of their own indoctrination than it is to take a critical look at oneself. The 

discourse that feminist post-structuralists like Gayatri Spivak (1986; 1992; 1994) and 

Alecia Youngblood Jackson (2003) perform makes me remember Homi Bhabha’s 

warning that there is never a simple distinction between colonizer and colonized. Bhahba 

believed that there was always ambivalence at work within the discourse of colonial 

instruction (Sarup 1996). There are, however, feminist researchers who have incorporated 

themselves into their research projects (Steedman 1987; Kondo 1990; Wolf 1992; Behar 

1993; Kaplan 1993; Linden 1993; Limón 1994; Behar 1996; Lvovich 1997; Oglunick 

1998; Nelson 1999; Oglunick 2000; Tsang 2000) and bravely put themselves in the 

public eye for scrutiny. It is these styles of ethnographies that best resonate with my own. 

 Before leaving the ideas of Homi Bhahba, I must mention one more aspect of his 

work that has profoundly shaped my perspective on post-national spaces. One of the main 

theories of his edited book, Nation and Narration (1990), is the resemblance and the 

dependence the nation has with narration and visa versa. Bhahba theorized that the term 

“nation” is inseparable from its “narration” as we attempts to make meaning of our 

identities and those of “Others”. We use narrative in our daily lives to distinguish who 

lives inside our worlds and who live outside. With this distinction we create perceptual 

hierarchies regarding those of superior status (similar to us) and those of inferior status 
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(different from us). With this acknowledgement of our superiority, we prepare against the 

“invasion of Other” and justify our violence as part of our “enlightened colonialism” 

(Sarup 1996).  

My understanding of Bhabha’s theory regarding the interdependency of nation 

and narration caused me to re-examine the life histories of the participants of this study as 

part of a larger metanarrative within their national/religious boundaries. I discovered 

embedded in these constructed narratives on identity formation, “template stories” that 

often mimicked what the state or the church of their nation dictated. With this analysis, I 

was better able to lift out narratives that I saw reflecting their religious or political beliefs. 

Looking at multicultural/transnational women, therefore, became all the more appropriate 

for this study since Bhabha (1994) believed that those who lived in the interstices, in and 

between cultures, had a strategic advantage of being able to negotiate through greater 

options of identity construction. These multicultural/transnational individuals who stand 

between worlds often have the ability to create hybridizations where the two cultures are 

retained and yet form something entirely new. This idea supports my conclusions that 

identities are intricately complex and overwhelming varied.    

In this literature review, I have taken the reader on a journey through the past 

hundred years of identity theory. We started this journey with the positivistic beliefs that 

kept us afloat and safe from the turbulent waters of a diversifying society. This great 

security of rational thought, however, came under increasing criticism for its ethnocentric 

conclusions that favored the Western European value system. A popular movement of 

identity politics followed and eventually affected the academics who were eager to 

highlight the flaws of positivism and create smaller groups divided by ethnic identities, 
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class, religion, gender, etc. There were many scholars, however, who grew wary of 

identity politics and feminists of color were particularly disappointed by white leaders 

fighting for women’s rights who tried to convey that they “were all in the same boat” 

when it came to living in a male dominated world. Feminists of color revealed a crucial 

blind spot in the liberal feminist political arena. Post-structuralist thinking came along as 

an antithesis to positivistic and liberal generalizations regarding oppression. Many 

feminists embrace post-structuralism as a remedy to the quandary of academic 

legitimacy. By tossing themselves into the sea of the unknown and focusing in on the 

locality around them and their personal reaction to it, feminist post-structuralists believe 

they can perform valid research. Postcolonialists, however, added another factor to “rock 

the boat” with the conceptualization of the colonial mimicry. It became a “Catch 22” 

when academics realized that no one could escape their colonizing logic since all of them 

had been educated in colonialism. There are those feminist post-structuralists who 

currently brave the waters and try to be honest enough with themselves and with others 

about their motives in performing research. Here in the open waters, they must move with 

the currents, respond to the moment and be ready for that chance that something 

spontaneous might happen. With this metaphor of leaving the solid ship of positivism to 

float aimlessly in feminist post-structural/postcolonial theories, I am implying that many 

academics today are abandoning the sinking ship of positivism and trying to navigate 

through the tumultuous waters of a post-structuralist existence.  
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Afterward 

Human beings devise their life projects in time—against their own life histories and their wider 
human history into which those histories feed. To be aware of authorship is to be aware of 
situationality and of the relation between the ways in which one interprets one’s situation and the 
possibilities of action and of choice. Confronting the void, confronting nothingness, we may be 
able to empower the young to create and re-create a common world and in cherishing it, in 
renewing it, discover what it signifies to be free (Greene 1988). 

 

At the core of this research project is this question: how do we make meaning out 

of our lives and our identities while living in the constant flux of post-national spaces. 

The more highly tuned my critical awareness and reflexivity becomes, the farther I drift 

from a conceptualization of “the truth.” Upon looking at my five years of research for my 

doctorate, I now see that I was searching for “a positivitist truth” in a post-

national/postmodern space and thus setting myself up for a never ending journey. Yet, I 

find myself washed up upon the shores of feminist, post-structuralism feeling quite alone. 

I have found out there were no “truths” in what was  “right” or “wrong” in my past 

identities and that it really was only a matter of perspective that altered my dogmatic 

damnations of my own actions. Perhaps this is the goal of feminist post-structuralist 

research, that we become more comfortable with not knowing the answer, that we learn 

to tolerate the ambiguity and wait out the storm until we can look back at our past and 

learn to tell different stories about how we became who we are today.  

The field of bilingual/multicultural education knowledge needs to grasp a deeper 

understanding of the complexity of identity construction and the means by which it is 

narrated in particular points in our lives. If teachers, administrators, counselors, case 

workers, social workers, friends and neighbors of multicultural individuals could use the 

tools that I explore in this dissertation and shift their perspectives slightly to be able to 
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see the context of the social, historical and political world that influence how Others 

narrate their identities, then all of us would be closer to home and further from alienation.   

I would like to leave the reader with another quotation from Maxine Greene 

(1988), who sums up the very essence of why I search, why I research and why I 

dialogue in constant pursuit of a viable and meaningful research project:  

Each time she is with others—in dialogue, in teaching-learning situations, in 
mutual pursuits of a project—additional new perspectives open, language opens 
possibilities of seeing, hearing, understanding. Multiple interpretations constitute 
multiple realities. It is in the process of effecting transformations that the human 
self is created and recreated. . . . The richness, the complexity of the selves people 
create are functions of their commitments to projects of action they recognize as 
their own. . . . Human beings create themselves by going beyond what exists, by 
trying to bring something new into being (p. 22). 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

 
Motive 

 
The open veins of an American 

 
I love to feel the mountains alive in my veins, complete with their rivers, their coolness, and their 
torridity. Their people who survive amidst such poverty and grief inspire me. Of course, all of this 
is only part of the picture; there is still the frustration of not knowing what to do (Myrna Mack in  
Oglesby 1995). 

 
 

There is something about Guatemala that gets under your skin and stays with you; like 

being stung by un bicho raro (a strange bug) and then never fully recovering from its 

jungle fever. I am one of those bitten few that remains “miserably homesick for a land 

that I was not born in” (Harbury 1997). I identify with the Sweet Sisters of Solidarity5 that 

“went to Guatemala idealists and came back changed, even damaged after working with 

poor people in an obscure, politically volcanic country” (Weinraub 1995).  My innocence 

melted into cynicism as I witnessed alcoholism, adultery and murder as common practice 

in a country ravaged by civil war. After three years in Guatemala, I came back to the 

United States haunted by questions I thought my Ph.D. studies could help me answer: 

How do these experiences taint the narration of my identities today? 
How do I make sense out of the borders I have crossed? 
Am I yet another “Sweet Sister of Solidarity” escaping societal constraints? 

 
While performing the coursework required for my Ph.D., I came across a book by Sarah 

Mills (1991) that looked promising in the pursuit of my nagging personal questions. 

Mill’s analysis of women's travel writing and colonialism argued that white, middle-class 

                                                 
5 “The Sweet Sisters of Solidarity” is a term coined by Francisco Goldman Goldman, F. (1992). The Long 
Night of the White Chickens. New York, The Atlantic Monthly Press. 
  to represent the “idealist American” who makes self-conscious alliances with radical politics in 
local Guatemalan society and attempt to confront local politics transnationally Nelson, D. M. (1999). A 
Finger in the Wound. Berkley, University of California Press. 
 . 
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women for the past hundred years have been “burdened with neither an excess of 

privilege nor privation, but with a vague sensation of discontent and emptiness” causing 

them to venture abroad in search of the freedom offered in anonymity6. More often than 

not, these sojourning women perceived travel as a space to exist without the societal 

pressures of getting married and having children7 (Burnett, in class, 1/17/01). After 

reading this book, I realized that not only had I inherited my grandmother’s name (Alice 

Elizabeth Pierce) but also her wanderlust, her search for solitude and her fancy for 

freedom8.  As a preface to this methodology section, I would like to leave the reader with 

a quotation from Bernhard Melchoir (1998) that captures the very essence of why I chose 

the subject of multicultural/transnational identities in a post-national space for my 

dissertation research: 

The subject matter of my inquiry and its relationship to the cultural context(s) of 
my life has granted me invaluable opportunities to observe and experience the 
crossing of boundaries. Reflections on the circumstances of these opportunities 
are as compelling a personal desire at this point as they are acknowledgement of 
the encouragement and support granted by others in the process. . . . To ignore or 
deny a close relationship between real-life experience in one’s writing would not 
only miss the anthropological thrust and basic political texture of this project: it 
would denigrate the text to the status of intellectual play. (in ‘Re/visioning’ the 
Self Away from Home: Autobiographical and Cross-cultural Dimensions in the 
Works of Paule Marshall by Bernhard Melchoir (1998) p. x).  

 

                                                 
6 Maude Oakes Oakes, M. (1951). The Two Crosses for Todos Santos. New York, The Bollingen 
Foundation, Inc. 
  who wrote The Two Crosses for Todos Santos and Ruth Bunzel (1952) who wrote 
Chichicastenango were both single American women who traveled to Guatemala in the 1940s. 
7 It is hard for researchers today to know the exact reasons women traveled abroad in the early parts of the 
20th century since addressing one’s subjectivity was not a standard component to research as it is today. For 
example neither, Ruth Bunzel’s Bunzel, R. (1952). Chichicastenango: A Guatemalan Village. Seattle, 
University Press. 
  Chichicastenango, nor Maude Oake’s Two Crosses for Todos Santos have any mention of their 
marital status or their personal reasons for traveling to Guatemala. 
8 My grandmother traveled to Central American in 1937 (on a United Fruit Company boat for her 
honeymoon). She also took a trip with her best friends from college on a steam ship to Europe in July of 
1929 (the very year of Lindenberg’s first transatlantic flight). 
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In the midst of the telling of my own narratives about my identity, experiences and 

epistemology, I realized that my travel stories had different meanings than they did five 

years ago when I lived in Guatemala. The ability to be a participant observer in this study 

allowed me to delve deeply into the psychological and imaginary landscapes of my past. 

With this insider and also outsider perspective on what it means to live between worlds 

for multicultural/transnational women living in a post-national space, I hope to illustrate 

both the strengths as well as the weaknesses of this lifestyle and how important it is to 

find an anchor in the sea of post-national spaces.   

 
Selection of Participants 

Two-way Travel 

The routes of cross-cultural travel are never one-way streets. Many women in Latin 

America who come in contact with American women (who act as nurses, missionaries 

and anthropologists) gain new perspectives and appetites for ideas and goods beyond 

their southern borders. With the flow northward as common as the flow southward, Latin 

American women travel for the educational and financial opportunities that are more 

readily available in the Northern than the Southern Hemisphere.  

Upon this realization, I decided not only to include multicultural/transnational 

women from the United States traveling to Guatemala for my study, but also to interview 

Maya K’iche’ and Ladina women who also had a “funny feeling of in-between-ness” as 

they straddled two or more cultures. Even those women who had never left Guatemala 

made reference to the fact that they felt less “at home” with their identities and their 

communities after they had experienced living with foreign languages and cultures.  
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The small town of El Cachimbazo became my field site after discovering it to be a 

post-national space that few who lived there could call home. In the early 1980s, Rios 

Montt labeled El Cachimbazo the counterinsurgency capital of the country.  Multilateral 

health and development organizations came pouring into this tiny terror-stricken town 

after Montt’s scorched earth campaign torched over three hundred villages and massacred 

over 60,000 people. The goals of these international governing organizations were 

ambitious: to ameliorate the sorrow, the poverty and the health concerns of hundreds of 

thousands of Maya K’iche’ people who were targeted as part of the genocide orchestrated 

by the Guatemalan military from 1954 until 1996. Due to the horrific human rights 

violations that were staged in El Cachimbazo, the United Nations set up a human rights 

office there in 1996 and has been there ever since attempting to keep an “international 

eye” on the discrimination and genocide that has devastated the Maya K’iche’ people. 

While explaining the research design and methodology for my dissertation, I will 

take the reader on a virtual journey through the infectious rhythms I experienced in 

Guatemala during my six-month fieldwork experience. The reader will ride with me on 

the plane as I entered Guatemalan airspace, and then take a car ride up the switchbacks to 

El Cachimbazo. I will invite the reader into the homes of Ladino families as they 

celebrate birthday parties and I will discuss the challenges I faced in regards to the 

politics of space in a Ladino home where I lived. I will also explain how I addressed the 

issues of reciprocity with a story about teaching one of the participants how to overcome 

her fear of driving.  
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Gaining Access to Participants 

Infectious Rhythm 

All “infectious” rhythms spread quickly, transnationally, accompanied by equally “contagious” 
dances, often characterized as dangerous, usually as overtly sexually explicit . . . celebrated as 
liberating bodies that have been stifled by the constraints of Western civilization . . . condemned 
as obscene . . . its rhythms—once experienced—[are] irresistible (Browning 1998).  

 

Browning’s (1998) metaphor of infectious rhythm will remain in constant cadence with 

this methodology section. I will illustrate how moving within another culture’s rhythm is 

an integral means of communicating and a powerful tool for living between worlds. 

While performing my fieldwork, my means of interpreting the foreign worlds I 

encountered came from movement as I navigated through my second language of 

Spanish, my dance background and my limited understanding of the Maya K’iche’ 

culture and language. I looked for feelings to find their expression through non-verbal 

gestures bringing people closer or further away. I acknowledged my reliance on non-

verbal communication with the Maya K’iche’ people who (like me) were maneuvering 

through their second language.  

I lived with a host family that was well versed in rhythms when I arrived in May 

of 2002. From my first weekend, I witnessed how well they could move to the beats of 

salsa, meringue, hip-hop, reggae and samba. Rhythms turned out to be such an integral 

part of the interactions between people in El Cachimbazo that I decided early on that I 

should take out my dancing shoes and use them every weekend. Being guided by their 

rhythms and following their steps made it easier to gain access, not only to the 

participants of my study, but to a larger body of souls transcending the confinements of 

the body and their position in space and time. Finding common rhythms with the 

participants of this study, however, did not always guarantee a connection. Often times, 



 39

as I learned to move symbiotically with one cultural group, I lost my rhythm with 

another. Other times, participants insisted on showing me the “correct” steps and would 

only move with me if I followed their lead, others wanted to learn my moves and explore 

new realms of movement with me. And then there were some whose movements I could 

not follow, either because they were overtly sexually explicit or too strict in their 

application. Whether or not my movements were complimentary, I learned a significant 

amount about the individuals who moved or could not move to an infectious rhythm. 

 

The Journey Back to Guatemala 

 
Please fasten your seat belts and put your seats in their upright position and 
prepare for take off. 

 
As the plane left the runway at the Austin International Airport, gravity pulled me back 

into my seat; the cabin tilted skyward and the engines propelled us forward. Suspended in 

air, there was a lapse, a pregnant pause in the perplexity of my existence. A sigh of relief 

escaped my body as I realized the freedom I felt detaching from the responsibilities, the 

appropriate behavior and the hurdles in this doctoral process. For a moment, I could float, 

I could breath, I could just be in this pressurized cabin above the earth. Gravity could not 

hold me; my consciousness soared irreversibly; my past stayed behind me.  

Although, I had spent three years living in Guatemala from 1995 until 1998, this 

visit to El Cachimbazo in 2002 was to last three months. I intended on performing life 

history interviews on women educators from the United States who had significant 

experiences abroad while assisting in the development of curriculum guides for bilingual 

teachers working for the Intercultural Popular Education (IPE) project.  Sponsored by an 

American multilateral development organization, I was accepted with four other graduate 
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students from the United States for internship placements during the summer of 2002. 

Because these Gringa interns were scheduled to arrive and leave at different times during 

the summer months, I decide to get there a few weeks ahead of them to get settled and 

ready to interview when their contracts began.  

The captain has turned on the fasten-seat-belt sign, please put your tray 
tables and your seat back up into their full and upright positions and 
prepare for landing. 
  

I looked out the window and saw rusty rooftops like honeycombs piled high and tumbling 

over one another. The landscape was littered with shantytowns glittering from the late 

afternoon sun. The majestic mountains were smothered by a capital teeming with life, 

pollution and garbage. I pulled back inside the quiet hum of the airplane and decided to 

relish this last moment of First World comfort as I breathed in the air conditioning. The 

excitement and the terror of being here again grabbed me by the throat. There is this 

repulsion/attraction that draws me into this country’s dichotomies: its tortured stories 

against the backdrop of its magical landscapes. Only the extremes seem to thrive in 

Guatemala: high and low altitudes, violence and peace, rich and poor; all of which 

seemed very exciting at the cusp of thirty to an upper-middle-class inner-city ESL teacher 

in search of a new and exciting life outside of the hum-drum middle-of-the-road lifestyle 

of the United States. I had returned home in 1998 with war stories about how a husband 

failed me, but a Guatemalan family and a teaching profession sustained me. At thirty-

five, however, I was going back with a different agenda. Not only was I going to make 

amends to a country that had given and yet taken so much from me, but I also was going 

to record its stories as the fieldwork for my dissertation. As I was ushered off the plane, a 

familiar “funny feeling of in-between-ness” hit me like a wave and I braced myself for 
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the chaos I would encounter. I navigated my way through the smells of sweat, cigarettes 

and diesel fuel and found a serious-looking, middle-aged man holding up a piece of paper 

with my name on it. He was looking past me, not knowing what to expect from another 

one of these Gringa interns. I was the first of the Gringa interns to arrive in Guatemala in 

over a year and as such I was given special treatment.  

I introduced myself in Spanish to the man who held my identity in his hand. He 

politely presented himself as Don Emilio, para servirle (Mr. Emilio, at your service). He 

was one of the four IPE project’s chauffeurs. He grabbed my luggage, hurled it into the 

back of a van and whisked me away from the hollow eyes of begging children in the 

airport arrival area. I was happy to leave the drudgery of this dank capital and drive three 

and half hours up the switchback roads of the Western Highlands to El Cachimbazo. As 

we left the soot of the city, my eyes rested on a large billboard with bright tropical plants 

that said: 

¡Bienvenido a Guatemala, el pais de la eterna primavera! (Welcome to 

Guatemala, the land of the eternal spring!) 

¡Y el pais de la eterna tyrania! (And the land of eternal tyranny)(Garrard-Burnett 

2000) I thought to myself. I held my breath and prepared to jump into cultures and 

languages I had left behind four years before.  

 

The Arrival in El Cachimbazo 

Tall pine trees, like natural cathedral spires, led us into the capital of the ancient Mayan 

civilization, Ak’ Tenamit and the modern central city of the jurisdiction, El Cachimbazo. I 

opened the window and pushed my head into the wind to smell the pine needles and 
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wood smoke. We passed the sight of bare feet under a heavy load of wood, and I turned 

around to see the pained face of an old woman with a strap on her forehead beneath the 

burden of the kindling. The lazy sound of a marimba on the radio reminded me that the 

Mayan culture was still very much alive and well in El Cachimbazo.  

The capital bears the same name as the jurisdiction of El Cachimbazo. It had a 

small town feel to a “city-slicker” like me, but with 46,608 residents it was still the 

capital of one of the oldest and largest Mayan civilizations. The majority of the 

population of El Cachimbazo was made up of Maya K’iche, the second largest group was 

Ladino and the third consisted of a smattering of foreigners who worked for multilateral 

development organizations. Due to their constant flux, it was difficult to gauge how many 

foreigners there really were at one time. I estimated over fifty working in the city of El 

Cachimbazo and over 225 internationals working throughout the jurisdiction of El 

Cachimbazo during the six months I was living there in 2002. Never had I encountered 

such a small town in Guatemala with such a cosmopolitan flare as El Cachimbazo. With 

over twenty-five international offices stationed in the city, Europeans, North and South 

Americans and Cubans added their own rhythm to the daily routines around town. The 

transnational workers at the United Peacekeeping Missions (from places like Italy, Spain 

and Colombia) were often sipping strong coffee in cafes around the Central Plaza. Peace 

Corp volunteers and Gringa interns were often pouring over computer monitors in the 

two Internet cafes in town run by young Mayan hackers9. 

                                                 
9 The term hacker originated at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) as a term of respect and 
acknowledgement for extraordinary competence in the manipulation of hardware and software. According 
to the New Hackers Dictionary it is a person “ who explores the details of programmable systems and how 
to stretch their capabilities . . . creatively overcoming or circumventing limitations Raymond, E., Ed. 
(1991). The New Hackers Dictionary. Cambridge, MIT Press. 
 The Maya Hacker is a term coined by Diane Nelson Nelson, D. M. (1999). A Finger in the 
Wound. Berkley, University of California Press.  
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Don Emilio’s Ropes 

With five years of living abroad under my belt, I had learned that my first task in a new 

environment was to find a friend who could “show me the ropes.” Don Emilio, the IPE 

chauffer, had found a place to live in El Cachimbazo two years ago (like most of the 

employees at the IPE project, his family lived in the capital while he lived in El 

Cachimbazo during the week). He had kindly offered to take me out to lunch that 

afternoon and introduce me to some of the people he knew who might have an extra room 

to rent. We soon discovered we had the same sense of humor, and I could see that the 

stereotype of a Gringa intern he had originally seen in me was melting away as he 

learned that I spoke fluent Spanish and had a considerable understanding of how to 

interact with Guatemalans. He later confided in me that he thought Gringas that looked 

like me were usually las esposas de lafundistas (landowner’s wives) and that he had not 

expected me to be so kind and approachable.  In Don Emilio’s world as a chauffer, there 

was a distinct class difference between he and I, even though both of us had fair skin, 

blue eyes and were probably making a similar salary of $350.00 per month. To me, Don 

Emilio was a key man in power and influence since he let me in on all the gossip at the 

office. To him, I was a very nice, upper-class woman who did not know her place in the 

social hierarchy.  

Don Emilio took me to El Café Mi Diosito for lunch since he said it was the only 

safe place to eat (there had been a cholera scare that had already taken the lives of many 

young children in the Eastern part of the country). Since the owner, Christina, often 

rented rooms out to foreigners, Don Emilio thought there might be a chance to matar dos 
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pájaros con un tiro (kill two birds with one stone) by eating lunch and finding me a place 

to live. It was one of the most popular restaurants. El Café Mi Diosito catered to the 

international crowd of missionaries, United Peacekeeping Mission staff, and high 

officials in the government and the military that clustered in El Cachimbazo for 

development and strategy meetings. The menu offered American style salads of iceberg 

lettuce and tomatoes, hamburgers drenched in mayonnaise, bacon and cheese, and 

milkshakes made from a popularized brand of imitation flavored ice cream. The 

restaurant was actually a courtyard patio of a well-to-do Spanish-style house. Inside, 

brush strokes of lime green and peach on the walls and a clear fiberglass roof gave the 

space a sunny garden appeal. Outside, a tall iron gate muffled most of the trucks that 

roared through the tight colonial street. The restaurant was filled with truckers and 

transnational workers from the United Peace Keeping Mission as well as priests and nuns 

from a local Catholic order. Christina greeted us with a gracious smile as she pushed 

some sweaty strands of honey-colored hair off her high cheekbones and peachy 

complexion. She had perfectly smooth skin and kelly-green eyes and I realized that she 

was a “sight for sore eyes” just as Don Emilio had said.  

 

Moving in with Christina 

During this lunch with Christina, an infectious rhythm snuck up on us indicating 

intuitively to me that we had kindred spirits. It was as if I had known her before; as if I 

could sense her next step and follow her lead on this dance floor of dialogue. Our 

movements, like flames, fed on each other and grew into affection. A tenderness was 

generated through the rhythm of our voices in Spanish, beckoning our spirits onto a 
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mental dance floor where both of us felt free to move uninhibitedly; like two solo artists, 

pleasantly surprised that we could still move with another with such grace and style. By 

the end of our three-hour conversation, Christina had offered to move her oldest daughter 

into her bedroom and give me the master bedroom to rent. I told her I was so happy to 

make her acquaintance that I would move in the next day.  

As generous and kind as Christina had been to me, I had to realize that part of my 

appeal came from my positionality as Gringa intern to the IPE program. If I had been of 

Mayan descent, for example, I might not have been so effusively cared for by Christina. 

Over ten Maya K’iche’ women worked for Christina, attending to the restaurant, her 

family and her Gringa boarders. The Maya K’iche’ staff were most often 

underprivileged, undereducated and probably underpaid. I recognized this aspect of my 

living arrangement as a political decision, but given the violent and dangerous climate in 

El Cachimbazo, I wanted to make sure that I was living in a home that was safe with 

people present within it all day long. It was more important for me to be safe living close 

to the IPE office than it was to appear “politically correct” living with a Maya K’iche’ 

family. I soon discovered that most of the Maya K’iche’ women who worked in the IPE 

project were also living with Ladino families in town, so my assumption of what was 

“politically correct” may not have been perceived the same in this new context. I 

assumed that living with Ladinos would be perceived as siding with the oppressor, the 

bourgeoisie. I was soon to find out that only one Gringa intern, Marisol, labeled me this 

way because of my living arrangement and my social life outside of the office10. I should 

                                                 
10 I was invited to a party at the home of Tita, a participant from Peru. Marisol left the party early stating 
that she did not feel comfortable being at a party where there were so few Maya K’iche’ people. Yet, 
Marisol opted to live by herself outside of town instead of with a Mayan family who had offered her a 
place in their home.  
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mention that one of the hardest challenges during my fieldwork was the shifting of 

rhythm from one participant to the next. Following the steps of different cultures and 

social classes without offending the other participants of the study was a constant 

struggle.  

Although many of the Maya K’iche’ women who worked at the IPE project were 

far away from home and living as borders in Ladino households in El Cachimbazo, I soon 

realized that they were not living in the luxurious accommodations to which I was privy. 

My positionality as a Gringa intern allowed me perks that the Maya K’iche’ women were 

not offered (i.e. using the phone, eating whatever I wanted, having someone clean my 

room twice a week and inviting guests over). I was never invited to the homes where the 

Maya K’iche’ women of this study were living because they told me that they were not 

allowed to have visitors, to cook, to use the phone, to listen to music and do other things I 

took for granted living with Christina. 

 

Dancing with Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes 

I made a fortunate purchase before leaving for my fieldwork experience by picking up a 

book called Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes by Emerson, Fretz & Shaw (1995). This 

book became an invaluable resource in teaching me some fancy footwork before the 

other interns arrived in El Cachimbazo. One piece of advice from the book was to pay 

attention to pinnacle points of interaction at the fieldwork site and I just happened to 

stumble into one on my very first day in El Cachimbazo. After my lingering lunch with 

Christina and getting lost in el Mercado (the open air market), I arrived at the IPE office 

around 5:30 P.M. To my surprise at this late hour in the workday, the office was bustling 
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with activity. The interactions, the gestures, the topics of conversation that I observed 

while sitting in an aluminum folding chair, gave me an idea of what I would need to 

master in order to act appropriately at the office in the months to come. The Maya 

K’iche’ secretaries looked like cultural ambassadors in their pastel huipiles of lace and 

sequin. As they got up to offer their smooth cheeks for air kisses to each employee as a 

means of addressing their arrival or departure11, I noticed the late afternoon sun glittering 

on their sequined blouses. Laughing, joking and teasing was a common way to show 

camaraderie between Ladino, Maya K’iche’ and even the Gringa interns. I learned right 

away that I needed to have a sense of humor about my national affiliations. One of the 

most common ways the IPE staff initiated conversations with a Gringa intern was the 

stories about the mishaps of prior Gringa interns.  They always told their stories in good 

humor, but underneath their laughter, I learned a lot about how the Gringa interns were 

perceived previously. According to their stories, the Gringa interns at the IPE office 

seldom spoke fluent Spanish, often treated the staff as inferior and usually did nothing in 

the office but check their email.  

I took copious ethnographic fieldnotes during my first two weeks in El 

Cachimbazo as a means of recording my first impressions of the town, the people, my job 

and potential candidates for my research. Some of these “vignettes” I sent to my 

colleagues and professors in the United States via email as the “seeing eye” of my 

research method. I wanted to make sure I was collecting data with the correct 

observational lens. With their advice on how to tame down my emotional responses to 

what I was observing, I worked at trying to describe what I was seeing more 
                                                 
11 I wondered if these rituals around “hellos” and “good-byes” stem from a violent time in El Cachimbazo’s 
history when one did not know if they would see their colleagues the next day, so their good-byes were 
very affectionate and their “hellos” the next morning were a pleasant surprise. 
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“objectively” and less from the “seeing I” position (Kondo 1990). I practiced these 

techniques with descriptions of parties, markets, people and conversations as a means of 

orientation both to the fieldwork process and my assimilation into this new environment. 

During these first few weeks, I was immediately struck by the different registers 

women used in public and private spaces (Reid 1956; Halliday, McIntosh et al. 1964; 

Ellis and Ure 1969; Labov 1970). Their public identity was a polished practice of 

respectful compliance in front of their male superiors. Yet, their private identities around 

other women were much more playful and outspoken, offering opinions on issues they 

could not speak about when los jefes (the chiefs of staff) were around. Karen Oglunick 

(2000) described the essence of this kind of push and pull between the public and private 

selves within a person: 

I am constantly testing ground with my partner. I am stepping back and forth 
between what is banally accepted and what is courageously invented on the spot. I 
am flirting—inviting my partner to venture into understanding me just as I am 
venturing into his/her home territory (p.129). 
 
Most of the women from the office were more comfortable and more 

“themselves” around other women. As soon as a man entered the room their voices, their 

gestures and even their intent changed. I was not immune to this duality myself. In fact, a 

month into the internship experience, Marisol, one of the Gringa intern participants 

called me on the disparity between my aim-to-please attitude around our male supervisors 

and my more mischievous gaiety around the women in the office. I found that having a 

private and public identity was essential in maneuvering around the restrictive 

relationships I established in a machismo culture.  

 For this reason, I decided that I could not interview men for my research. My 

moves were entirely too provocative for the male gender and I was only willing to go so 
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far to accommodate their special needs for superiority. Through some trial and error, I 

learned that many of my personality traits worked against my ability to work 

professionally with men: my gregarious nature, my loud laugh and my joking manner 

was misconstrued to fit the “loose American female” stereotype that was reinforced by 

almost every American movie to hit the only theater screen in El Cachimbazo12. To make 

matters worse, the trickster in me got a secret thrill out of breaking the rules that were 

imposed on women by the machismo culture. I took risks that few women were willing to 

take within the social hierarchy that was strictly enforced in Guatemala. I was a foreigner 

and knew that my American passport gave me freedom that Guatemalan women did not 

have. I must acknowledge that the trickster in me was angry at being so contained in a 

machismo culture and took pleasure at having an outlet. 

 

Breaking the Ice with Birthday Parties 

I soon found out there were ways women in El Cachimbazo could let off steam when it 

came to the injustices they experienced in a machismo culture. One outlet available to 

them was “letting their hair down” at parties behind the safe walls of a friend’s inner 

courtyard. Birthday parties brought this sleepy town alive on the weekends. In fact, it was 

the most frequent reason to party in extended families, especially amongst the Ladino 

middle-class. My first weekend in El Cachimbazo, Christina asked me if I wanted to 

come to a birthday party that was bound to be a unique experience for my research. 

Christina told me about a friend of hers from Peru named Tita who worked for the United 

                                                 
12 During the six months that I was in El Cachimbazo the following American DVDs were played in the 
only theater in town: American Pie I, American Pie II, Spiderman, Blade, Blackhawk Down and  Shallow 
Hal. These are just a few of the films that ended up in Guatemala after hitting the U.S. markets. The images 
of women in these films were highly provocative to the men in El Cachimbazo who were used to seeing 
women clothed from head-to-toe in Mayan traditional dress.  
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Peacekeeping Mission in El Cachimbazo. She was celebrating her boyfriend’s birthday 

with her four children (one from her first marriage and three from her second marriage), 

her ex-husband and her boyfriend. I was curious to meet Tita, as I had heard from 

Christina that she was exiled from Peru and managed to bring her entire nuclear family to 

El Cachimbazo, including her ex-husband who took care of her children while she 

supported all of them with her hefty salary from this multilateral development 

organization. She even managed to find her Peruvian boyfriend a job at the same 

organization in Guatemala but at another regional office (around four hours away).  

I was exhausted from my first full week of Spanish and a full-time job, but 

remembered Emerson, et al.’s (1995) advice to dive head first into the community as 

soon as I could. So I held my breath and took the plunge into the cacophony of the 

birthday party. Their suggestion turned out to be a good one since birthday parties, in 

fact, turned out to be the main source of potential candidates for my research.  

Birthday parties had a predictable rhythm, like a classical piece of music with a 

prelude, a crescendo and a finale. During the prelude, the guests were greeted at the door 

with air kisses on the cheeks and given a heavily spiked beverage (usually rum and coke) 

and ushered into the living room where there were folding chairs set up to accommodate 

guests. There were usually bowls set out with chips and nuts and a stereo system blaring 

out music so loud that you could hardly talk to the person beside you. I guessed that the 

volume was cranked up purposely so that people would start dancing. After getting 

through the stiff drinks, the crescendo began as couples floated out of their seats and onto 

the dance floor (which was merely a tiled floor in front of a fireplace). I rarely saw 

anyone in traje tipica (in typical Mayan dress) dancing, and I wondered if the Maya 
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K’iche’ women at these parties did not dance because the music (Colombian rock, Cuban 

Salsa and American hip-hop) was not to their liking or their customs (their traditional 

dance was el Son with marimba, which was rarely played at these parties), or was there 

an implicit rule in Ladino households that Maya K’iche women were there to “serve” 

Ladinos and not to be entertained? The only Maya K’iche women that I ever saw at Tita’s 

parties were the housekeepers of Ladino families.  

Was being so free with one’s body and spirit foreign to Maya K’iche’ 
women because they were not accustomed to freedom having lived in an 
oppressive environment around Ladinos since the time of Colombus?  
 

I grabbed Margarita’s hand (a Maya K’iche’ participant) to find out and gestured to the 

dance floor, but she would not budge from where she was sitting. She said sternly:  

Ya, no Leess (Don’t even try Lees!)  

My instincts told me not to push her further. I realized I had my own agenda in wanting 

those present to see that everyone should have the chance to dance, not just those with 

privilege and power. I wanted people to notice as I did that the only people sitting in the 

back of the room were the Maya K’iche’ women. Margarita was a very self-conscious 

woman, however, who had been humiliated around Ladinos all her life, and I surely did 

not want to cause her any more harm, discomfort or humiliation, so I let her hand go. 

Instead of dancing with Margarita, I joined a circle that was forming of people 

without partners. We danced together in one big circle while one or two people went into 

the middle to break out some fancy new move. Christina’s children were charmed by my 

inhibitions on the dance floor. I could dance salsa, meringue, hip-hop and reggae without 

missing a beat. I even got to feeling so good on the dance floor (as everyone was 

watching and applauding) that I decided to break out an old cheerleading stunt where I 
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went down on the floor on one knee (the other knee straight out in the splits) and bounced 

right back up like a wire spring. Christina and her children squealed with delight.  

Ahh! Esta Leees! (Oh, this crazy American we have come to know and love!) 

I do not think they had ever seen anyone get so carried away in the infectious rhythm 

and move so freely. I knew in that moment that I not only almost broke my knee with my 

ridiculous move, but I also broke the ice between Christina’s children and myself and 

became a member of the family. It was only later that I started to question why I felt 

especially drawn to this infectious rhythm at Tita’s parties, these few and far between 

moments in El Cachimbazo when I could let my hair down, dance up a storm, drink like a 

fish, smoke like a chimney and mingle with the opposite sex without feeling the social 

stigma of the machismo society beyond her courtyard walls. Tita’s home became a 

sanctuary for foreigners like me who could be their free-spirited selves without having to 

pretend to be otherwise. I was not exempt from needing to break loose from the rules 

imposed on me as a free-spirited Gringa intern living within the restrictions of a 

machismo culture. Often times, I would get so carried away that the other Gringa interns 

would warn me that I was dangerously close to a line that should not be crossed. I usually 

begrudgingly backed away from whatever wild thing I was doing and acknowledged that 

they were right, sometimes I did not know my limits, especially when I was maneuvering 

in a foreign language and culture that did not have social repercussions for me.  

 

Dancing for Data 

Over breakfast the morning after my great debut on the dance floor, Christina asked if I 

would teach her youngest daughter my moves minus the splits (as she saw the large 
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mordete (bruise) forming on the inside of my knee). I told her it would be more fun to 

include others, so we decided to have dance classes on Saturday mornings in her 

courtyard. These dance classes ended up giving me access to many of the cultures present 

in El Cachimbazo. Every Saturday brought a different entourage of students, from twelve 

to fifty year old women who learned a variety of dances from Africa, India, South 

American and the United States including the Nia Technique13 and Bikram Yoga14. I found 

yoga was especially appealing to the Gringa interns and Maya K’iche’ participants, not 

only as a means of releasing stress, but also as a way to “loosen-up” before one of our 

formal interviews. For some of the Gringa interns, yoga seemed to take the edge off their 

defensiveness about being interviewed by a fellow Gringa intern. In the case of Marisol, 

for example, the intimacy that was created during our first interview (after an hour and a 

half yoga class) was never fully re-created in future interactions. It seemed the longer I 

got to know her the more protective she became about her vulnerability. When I was an 

anonymous researcher she was much more open with me than when she got to know me 

and realized that I would be living in her New England city in the near future. Perhaps 

my presence in her “hometown” and the publication of my research so close to home 

made her realize that there were more social repercussions than she had originally 

calculated.   

Christina loved to watch her children dance during these Saturday morning 

classes and often joined in. One morning, during a break, she and I collapsed on the 

                                                 
13 The Nia Technique consists of structured and unstructured forms of martial arts, modern dance and yoga. 
It is a meditative practice that is helpful in relieving stress, stretching muscles and toning the body. 
14 Bikram Yoga consists of twenty-six poses that are done two times during an hour and a half class. The 
classes in the United States are held in 100 degree rooms, where in El Cachimbazo I would practice outside 
on a sunny day with the temperature around 85 degrees. 
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couch to watch her children continue an infectious rhythm.  She smiled and drew me 

close and said, “I don’t have to leave in order to experience the world. It comes to me.”  

For Christina, her family and her foreign friends, dancing was more than an outlet 

to let off some steam after a tense work-week, it was a means of getting closer to others 

who were from different cultural backgrounds and to appreciate their own rhythm and 

style.  Her three children were wonderful dancers because they had dance instruction 

from Cubans, Colombians, Bolivians, Peruvians and now a “Gringa split-artist.”  

 As I became more comfortable living with Christina, working for IPE and getting 

to know women at the birthday parties around El Cachimbazo, I began to ask select 

women privately if they would be interested in being a part of my study. I chose a group 

of women that were between the ages of eighteen and forty-five, bilingual and/or 

bicultural, and exposed to a variety of cultural orientations on a daily basis. Upon 

receiving their affirmation to participate in my study, I gave each of the participants a 

consent letter and an outline of my proposal (see Appendix A for Letter of Introduction 

and Consent Letter). I decided not to include women who were from the same family (I 

was afraid that their familiarity would complicate my data with interpersonal issues) or 

those who had cancelled our interview time more than twice. I realized in this situation 

that some women did not want to offend me by saying they were not interested in being 

interviewed. In their culture it was perceived as impolite to reject someone’s offer 

outright, especially that of a foreigner, yet there were other indirect ways to indicate that 

they did not want to participate. 

 My formal interviews consisted of fifteen participants and lasted two to five hours 

each. Prior to the interview, I gave each of the participants a list of questions (in Spanish 
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or in English according to their preference) and requested a time, date and a place that 

was convenient for them for the interviews. The questions I used were generated from 

feminist life history research methods (Bateson 1990; Seidman 1991; Reinharz 1992; 

Rosenthal 1993; Belenky, Clinchy et al. 1997) and were often broken up into two or three 

meeting times. I conducted the interviews in a variety of locations (i.e. their homes, my 

bedroom, in the office or in restaurants, etc.) according to their preference. Most of the 

interviews were conducted one-on-one, but there were a few participants that preferred to 

meet in groups of three. In one case, I decided to put a Gringa intern participant, Jasmine, 

who was particularly shy with another Gringa intern, Sarah, in a small group interview. 

In another case, two participants were good friends and from very different cultural 

backgrounds: Veronica was Ladina and Ana was Maya K’iche’. Since it was unusual to 

find friendships between these two groups in El Cachimbazo, I decided to ask them to be 

interviewed together to observe their intercultural dynamics. The format of all of us 

taking turns to share answers to the questions allowed for fertile discussions on the 

common and contrasting themes in the constructions of our identities. Once one person 

shared her answer, though, it triggered other memories and ideas from the other 

participants. Consequently, I found the one-on-one interviews much easier to decipher as 

I was transcribing and interpreting the data.  

 I made accommodations for those who wanted their first interviews to be 

conducted in three-some groups, but I held firm that their second interviews needed to be 

one-on-one (as a means of breaking “group think” or other patterns of behavior that 

occurred in groups). The participants were particularly willing to ask me questions about 

my life and my identities when we were in small groups. One of my participants, Ana, 
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commented that she enjoyed the “give and take” of this intercultural exchange and the 

chance “to get to know me and my country better” (Ana 7-19-02). In the case of the 

“shy” Gringa intern, Jasmine, she was very tight-lipped in her one-on-one interview and 

eager to get back to work and out of the hot seat and was much more at ease in the group 

dynamic. In the case of Ana and Veronica, I found the opposite. Ana, a Maya K’iche’ 

participant, was much more talkative in the one-on-one interview than she was in the 

group dynamic with Veronica, a Ladina participant. Perhaps this was because Ana and I 

were studying for advanced degrees, and she was more willing to talk one-on-one about 

her graduate studies with me than in front of Veronica who did not have as much 

university training. I predicted that Ana was being sensitive to the fact that Veronica did 

not have the opportunity to study at a university and therefore did not want to “rub it in” 

by talking too much about her studies or her politics. I also felt there was a dynamic 

operating under the surface of the conversations between a Maya K’iche’, a Ladina and a 

Gringa intern. It seemed as if Ana felt more comfortable expressing her intelligent and 

studied identity with me than with a Ladina participant who was not as educated. Surely 

there are power play issues between Ladina and Maya K’iche’ women in El Cachimbazo 

that create different registers for discourse. I believe this is an area that deserves further 

investigation.  

After the death of Monsenor Gerardi, the Director of the Catholic Church’s 

Recollection of the History Memory Project (REHMI) in March of 1995, there was a 

great deal of hesitancy by Guatemalans to give any more testimonios about what 

happened to them and their families during the Civil War. For this reason, I had each 
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participant devise their own pseudonym to protect their anonymity and I coded all of my 

digital recordings and folders with these false names.    

 

Performing Interviews 

Well into my first month in El Cachimbazo, I had interviews to conduct in the evenings 

or at lunchtime. My boss at the IPE project gave me permission to perform the 

interviews, but he requested that I do them outside of my office hours. This created quite 

a busy schedule for me as I woke every morning at 5:00 A.M. to drink my strong coffee 

and record on my digital recorder all of my thoughts of the day before. In these early 

morning monologues to my recorder, I would often record my reactions of the interviews 

I had had the night before as well as events and observations I was witnessing in the 

office, at home and in the town of El Cachimbazo. I often found that the most revealing 

testimony came after the digital recorder was turned off, as if either the participants 

needed to warm up in speaking about their lives and their minds and words were still 

flowing after the recorder had been turned off, or they had separate public and private 

testimonies prepared and would only tell me the most intimate details of their life story 

once the recorder was shut off. During these personal testimonies, I decided only to listen 

and not to take notes or try to turn the recorder back on. Since these personal testimonies 

often accompanied tears, I wanted to give them my full and compassionate attention. 

After these emotionally draining evenings, I would sleep on the interviews. I would then 

wake refreshed early the next morning and talk into my recorder to get down all the 

thoughts and feeling that were generated from those private discussions. Often, I would 
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share with the participants my own stories as they related to theirs, as a means of 

commiserating with their pain.  

 My research method was influenced by the collaborative inquiry projects 

performed by Kathleen Edwards and Ann Brooks (1989; 1997). Their work inspired me 

to be as vulnerable as the participants. I contributed my personal narratives and shared 

with them the interpretations I devised out of their interviews. I often answered their 

questions in one-on-one and small group interviews as a means of fostering an open line 

of two-way communication. The importance I placed on open communication with my 

participants stemmed from respect for Bakhtin’s (1981) theories, and because of this 

emphasis in my study, the meaning making process was enriched considerably by these 

give-and-take exchanges.  

After recording the prior day’s events and my often emotion-laden conversations, 

I would communicate with the outside world on my laptop while I stayed snug under my 

flannel sheets and a down comforter brought from home. Christina had two phone lines at 

her house (which was an unheard of luxury for most of the town) and since there were 

rarely calls at this early morning hour, I was able to catch up with all my loved ones and 

receive advice from colleagues and professors on issues of ethics and structure of this 

research phase of my dissertation. I arrived at the office by 9:30 A.M. where I worked 

with Maya K’iche’ educators on training materials for their bilingual education 

workshops in the remote communities of El Cachimbazo. I usually returned to eat lunch 

at home with Christina’s family unless I had an interview to conduct. I returned to work 

and stayed until around 6:30 P.M. After work I would either take a walk in the 

countryside or perform yoga on my back patio as a means of decompressing from the 
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days events. In the evening, I would often have a light dinner with Christina and retire to 

bed at the early hour of 8:30 P.M. The family liked to watch soap operas during these 

evening hours, but I was usually too tired to join them on Christina’s king size bed and 

watch the nightly episodes of the Mexican soap opera El Amor y el Odio (Of Love and 

Hate). Maneuvering between worlds all day in my second language of Spanish was 

mentally taxing, and I required extra sleep. Christina used to tease me that I was like a 

light switch that burned bright all day, but by 8:00 P.M. all the lights were out upstairs. 

Unless I had an interview during the evening, Christina was right. I was exhausted from 

navigating the day in Spanish through different cultural orientations.  

Initially, I saw three distinct cultural orientations present in the post-national 

space of El Cachimbazo and decided to use these classifications to organize my data:  

Las Ladinas:  Guatemalan women who identified with their Spanish heritage and 
spoke Spanish as their first language. 

 
Las Maya K’iche’:  Guatemalan women who identified with their Mayan roots and 

spoke Maya K’iche as their first language. 
 
The Gringa Interns: Women who identified with their U.S. citizenship and spoke             

English as their first language. 
 
I learned during the interviews, however, that the construction of multicultural identities 

was much more complex than I initially anticipated, making it difficult to classify anyone 

into tidy ethnic, national, social and economic affiliations. Let me provide some 

examples:  

• Margarita, one of the Maya K’iche’ participants, did not speak K’iche’ because 
she had worked all her life in Ladino, Spanish-speaking homes.  

 
• Sarah, one of the Gringa interns, was born in Honduras to parents from Ohio and 

California who worked for the United States Agency for International 
Development, thus she lived all over the world growing up. 
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• Tita was one of the Gringas because she was a foreigner to El Cachimbazo but 

was from Peru and spoke Spanish as her first language. She was living in El 
Cachimbazo as part of the “international community” of those who worked to the 
United Nations Peace Keeping Mission.  

 
When asked to self-identify, most of the participants (especially those from the Gringa 

interns or Ladina Guatemalan category) were not comfortable with having to check just 

one box on their Census form.  I found that most of them talked around using these terms, 

focusing instead on the relationships that defined their identities (i.e. a being a mother, a 

religious person, a Honduran community member, a citizen of the Americas, etc.). My 

only exception to this rule were the Maya K’iche’ participants. The majority of the Maya 

K’iche women in my study strongly identified with the Maya K’iche’ culture. I attribute 

this to the fact, however, that three of the Maya K’iche’ participants worked in the 

International Project of Bilingual Education where knowledge of Mayan languages and 

cultures was necessary. In general, the participants in my study portrayed themselves in 

their narratives as chameleons: women who maneuvered effectively between worlds. 

These multicultural/transnational women were not willing to peg themselves down to one 

class, one culture or one nation, but, instead, they wanted to blend in wherever they went. 

 

Relationships with Participants 

Accommodating New Gringa Interns 

Since I had arrived to El Cachimbazo first and had found my way around rather 

effortlessly, the director, asked me if I would help the next two Gringa interns, Marisol 

and Julie Ann, get settled. Since the IPE director neglected to inform Don Emilio of these 

two new intern arrivals, he was not there to pick them up at the airport. In contrast to my 
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effortless, airport experience, Marisol and Julie Ann arrived in Guatemala City unable to 

speak Spanish adequately and with no idea where to go. They finally arrived in El 

Cachimbazo with the bitter taste of the sooty city in their mouths, and consequently, they 

started off their internships on the wrong foot. The two of them were not happy with their 

accommodations at the only decent hotel in El Cachimbazo, which was also very noisy 

and too close to the exhaust fumes of the bus terminal. Because they had arrived together, 

they were forced to compete for the same housing arrangements and did not find places 

to live until two weeks later. Both had strict dietary needs: Marisol’s high metabolism 

required her to eat every few hours, and Julie Ann’s vegan diet left her with few options 

in a cow-town like El Cachimbazo. The IPE staff tried to be accommodating to their 

needs and offered to help find them living arrangements, but they were so bitter that it 

was difficult to find ways to put them at ease. These new Gringa interns were also not too 

keen on getting any assistance from some know-it-all Gringa like me who had the finest 

place in town to live. I asked Christina if they could share the bedroom next to mine, but 

she had picked up on Marisol’s and Julie Ann’s particular needs when they came to eat at 

the El Café Mi Diosito and was not interested in inviting them to stay. After two weeks of 

searching, they both found places that met their revised and more realistic standards. 

Marisol ended up living alone in an apartment in a nearby tourist town twenty minutes 

away by bus (even after the director discouraged her from living outside of El 

Cachimbazo due to the high-jacking of buses that often occurred after dark). Julie Ann 

spent her weekends at a yoga spa in a tourist town on Lake Atitlan and often missed work 

on Mondays because of the commute. She lived with a host family in El Cachimbazo 

during the week.  
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The Gringa Gig 

Since Julie Ann and Marisol were only on two-and-a-half-month contracts, they were 

getting ready to leave by the time I had finished my interviews with them. Just before 

their departure, two new Gringa interns arrived to replace them: Sarah and Jasmine. 

Sarah had just finished her bachelor’s degree at a Southern Ivy League university, and 

Jasmine was a graduate student performing her fieldwork for her master’s thesis in an 

international training program in Vermont. Again, the director asked me if I would be the 

welcome wagon for these Gringa interns because he was too busy. This time I was more 

hesitant to help because of my negative experience with Marisol and Julie Ann. I was 

also concerned that these two new interns would have a negative first impression of 

Guatemala and the IPE project if Don Emilio were not there to pick them up at the 

airport. Going to the capital for two days to greet the new interns at the airport, however, 

did not seem like a good use of my time, especially since I was already strapped for time 

working a full-time job at the IPE project and performing my interviews. I was also 

concerned that I could potentially meddle with their cross-cultural experience by helping 

them too much. Marisol supported my conclusions on this matter one afternoon in the 

Central Plaza prior to the new interns’ arrivals. We had just finished eating chef salads 

out of large plastic boxes from El Café Mi Diosito when she told me bluntly that she did 

not like the fact that I was becoming “the spokesperson for the Gringa interns” at the IPE 

project and that I should not be in charge of “mothering” the interns when they arrived. I 

asked her to clarify and she told me that she thought everyone should fend for themselves 

because none of us was getting paid enough to take care of anyone else. I did not like 
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Marisol’s attitude. In fact, she reminded me of New England individualism that I was 

trying to escape. I wanted to create a community for all the interns who were far from 

home, but I realized it was not my role as an intern or my intention as a researcher. The 

next day at work, the director had a meeting with me to get an update on Marisol and 

Julie Ann’s departure. He asked me how I thought Julie Ann’s mental stability was (as 

there had been some concerns about an alteration in her medication when she first arrived 

in El Cachimbazo) and how it affected her attendance at work. I told him that I did not 

feel comfortable talking to him about another intern’s mental health and that he should 

ask her himself. I also told him one of the interns had complained that I had become the 

portavoz (spokesperson) for all the interns, and I did not want to have that role. The 

director was aware I was conducting research for my dissertation at the same time I was 

working as an intern in curriculum development and training for bilingual educators. 

Therefore, he would have understood how this caretaker role could jeopardize my 

research. He nodded that he understood and did not discuss any of the interns with me 

from then on. 

Fortunately, the new Gringa interns were in no need of my assistance. Sarah 

spoke fluent Spanish and considered herself Honduran because she had been born there 

to parents from the United States. She introduced herself to Christina the first day she 

was in town and Christina immediately invited her and Jasmine to another one of Tita’s 

parties that weekend. After these two brunette bombshells delighted everyone with their 

willingness to dance with every man who asked them, Christina decided that they could 

share the room next to mine in her home. Sarah and Jasmine became my roommates 

overnight without me having to lift a finger, making me realize that perhaps Marisol was 



 64

right. These Gringa interns could take care of themselves and did not need my motherly 

assistance.  

Sarah was raised in the diplomatic corps with parents who had taken her and her 

brother all over the world, so she was sensitive to the importance of proper good-byes. 

Besides, these new Gringa interns were much younger than those who were leaving, and 

they were eager to attend parties and dance with the cute guys I had met at Tita’s. So, as 

we lay sprawled out on Christina’s king-size-bed one Friday night watching El Amor y el 

Odio, Sarah presented me with the idea of asking Christina if we could have a despedida 

(good-bye party) for Julie Ann and Marisol and invite all the cute guys I had seen at 

Tita’s. After living with Christina for a couple months, I felt comfortable enough to ask 

her if I could have a party a la Americana (American-style). She generously offered her 

house for our despedida for Marisol and Julie Ann. 

The morning of the party, Sarah, Jasmine and I woke to the crowing of roosters. 

We wanted to get to the Saturday open-air market early to get our special ingredients. 

Each of us wanted to make something from home whose ingredients were difficult to find 

in this small town: I made peach cobbler with duraznos (green peaches), Sarah made 

home-made pasta (with a pasta machine she brought from California) with roasted 

guicoyitos (squashes) and Jasmine made margaritas with limones (key limes). Julie Ann 

and Marisol arrived at their despedida party surprised to find they knew very few of the 

guests.  Both Julie Ann and Marisol had been quite shy in Spanish and so it had been 

difficult for them to start conversations with complete strangers. After one round of 

Jasmine’s stiff margaritas, however, they accepted invitations to dance and were quite 

extroverted on the dance floor. In contrast to Julie Ann’s awkward demeanor around the 
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office, she was very comfortable dancing salsa and was asked to dance by many men at 

the party. Her graceful abilities surprised me, and she told me that she got plenty of 

practice on the weekends at a Mexican restaurant in her small, Midwestern town where 

groups of Indian men gathered to meet American women. I laughed and told her that 

these post-national spaces were popping up in everyone’s hometown. Julie Ann’s identity 

as a salsa dancer was further enhanced by a change of clothes she brought with her in her 

backpack. She transformed from the ugly duckling we witnessed at work during the week 

into a sleek swam on the dance floor. She revealed long, slender legs accentuated by a slit 

up the side of her black miniskirt and let her hair down so breezy wisps of it swirled 

about her head. She was so delighted to move and connect with people after her two and 

a half months of solitude that she even danced a song with me. Unfortunately, as a dance 

partner, I found her quite inflexible. She tried to get me to move this way and that, and 

when I could not follow her she asked a man nearby to step in. After finishing a dreamy 

dance with the debonair Spaniard to whom Julie Ann had so conveniently pushed me, I 

floated over to where Christina was making room for me on the couch. I was dizzy after 

so many vueltas (turns) with my newest dance partner, and I thought Christina would 

disapprove since he had a terrible reputation on the female gossip circuit in town. 

Christina was smiling mischievously at me, and I thought I was going to get a motherly 

lecture from her about the man by whom I was obviously smitten. She whispered in my 

ear as I came closer: 

“You can tell a lot about a person by the way they dance.” 

I thought she was talking about how this dashing Spaniard had been swirling me 

around at the waist, pulling me closer and then twirling me away, until she elaborated on 
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Julie Ann’s demeanor. Christina told me that she was not surprised that Julie Ann danced 

with the same inflexibility on the dance floor she did in her social, professional and 

personal relations in El Cachimbazo. At the office, Julie Ann could not move to the 

rhythm of anyone unless they “danced to the same tune” she knew. It was only in these 

last two weeks of her internship that she was able to find a rhythm she could follow. Not 

only had she found it on the dance floor, but also in the office as she created a curriculum 

to teach Spanish as a Second Language for Maya K’iche’ children. Just like her dancing 

at her despedida, when she caught the infectious rhythm she did not want to get off the 

dance floor and worked late into the night at the office. She was disappointed in the end 

that she had to leave before finishing the curriculum. The director, however, was in no 

mood to keep her in the IPE office one day longer. I took the task of putting the final 

touches on her curriculum for teachers in the IPE project after she left and made sure to 

remind the director (as he marveled over its comprehensiveness and its creativity) that 

Julie Ann had indeed done most of the work. Que pena (what a shame) that Julie Ann had 

to leave before getting feedback about the work she did contribute. Her early departure 

made me aware of the importance of flexibility in moving within another culture’s 

rhythm while living in a post-national space. It seemed unfortunate, however, that we did 

not learn about her dancing abilities until her last night in El Cachimbazo. Perhaps with 

better supervision, Julie Ann could have assimilated more easily and had more time and 

energy to dedicate to her job as a curriculum designer. In the end, I did not think it was 

all Julie Ann or Marisol’s fault for their bad experience in El Cachimbazo. The IPE 

project did not have the infrastructure to support their Gringa interns, thus wasting the 
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potential contributions these talented graduate students could have offered the project, the 

Maya K’iche’ people and the educational development of El Cachimbazo.  

 

Triangulation of Data 

I was well into the “transcribing phase” of my formal interviews by the time of Julie 

Anna’s and Marisol’s despedida. Taking the advice of my dissertation chair, Dr. Anne K. 

Brooks, to get the most salient aspects of the interviews on paper and check for validity 

before the participants started leaving, I decided to use semantic webs (graphic 

organizers or concept maps) using a software program called Inspiration. I categorized 

their transcripts using the following themes and created a different semantic web for each 

of these topics:  

• Critical Moments in Life 
 
• Important Places 

 
• The Interest or Disinterest in Commodities that affect Projected Identities 

 
• The Significance of Home 
 

I returned these concept maps to each of the participants to assure the accuracy of their 

text representations. I also requested their assistance with the analysis of their own 

interviews by conducting one more interview where collaboratively we could come up 

with a preliminary interpretation of their formal interview. I gave them the following 

questions ahead of time so that they could prepare mentally for this more challenging 

interview:   

• If you were to create a story about your life, what would be the principle scenes 
that have helped you become the person you are today? 
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• If you were to make a movie out of your life, what would you title it? What would 
be your plot line or the main theme? 

 
 
• When you think about the economic differences between the groups represented 

in this study—Gringa interns, Ladina Guatemalans and the Maya K’iche’ 
participants—how do you explain the economic disparity between these groups? 
How do you view politics on a global, national and local level influencing these 
in/equalities?  

 
• In your own experience, how much power do you think you have over your own 

life? How much do you think your personality is constructed by the 
society/culture you were raised in and how much of your personality is developed 
by your own efforts? Where in your life do you feel social pressure to conform? 

 
 
• Where are the spaces in the stories you told me in your interviews? What details 

and stories did you decide not to reveal? Why did you decide to include some 
things and not others? Would you tell your life story differently to another 
interviewer?  How would your interview have been different? 

 

(Please see Appendix D for Follow Up Letter and Appendix E for Example of Concept 

Mapping in Outline Form).  These last interviews were also moments of closure as I said 

goodbye to the participants, reflected on their contributions to this study and encouraged 

communication in the future. I also assured them that all transcripts would be held 

confidentially in my possession and would only be reviewed by other participants in the 

study, editors and committee members. I promised them that if I was ever to publish this 

work that I would show it to them before it was published. 

 

The Challenges of Collaborations 

Place and Space as Politics 

Because I had a spacious, sunny bedroom on the second floor of one of the nicest Ladino 

homes in El Cachimbazo, I initially thought it would be the easiest and most comfortable 
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place to conduct interviews. I soon discovered, however, that no place was neutral in El 

Cachimbazo. The town was divided dogmatically into places that were friendly to the 

Maya K’iche’ and places that were only tolerant of Ladinos and Gringas. Unfortunately, 

I realized much too late in the fieldwork experience that the latter was true of my living 

space. I lived with a well-to-do Ladino family that had over ten Maya K’iche’ employees 

working for them and there was bound to be tension between these two cultural groups. 

The spatial layout of where each of us lived in the house served as a metaphor of a social 

hierarchy in Guatemala that had been in place since the Spanish came and conquered this 

land.  

On the spacious and sunny second floor of Christina’s two-story house were two 

bedrooms, a bathroom, a living room and a solarium that opened onto a large patio. I was 

given the master bedroom since I was the first Gringa intern to arrive, and Sarah and 

Jasmine shared the second bedroom on the same floor. The three of us shared a large 

bathroom with a bathtub and a hot water shower. On the dark and crowded first floor of 

the house were two bedrooms: one for Christina’s youngest daughter and one for 

Christina, although all her children preferred to sleep with her in her large king size bed. 

Margarita, had a tiny “maid’s quarters” where up to five women would sleep, either in 

her bed with her or on the floor. They all shared a small bathroom with little natural light 

and hot water. Often times, when there was not enough water for all of them downstairs, 

they would ask me if it would be OK to use “my” bathroom upstairs. I insisted that it was 

always OK and that they should use our bathroom whenever they wanted, but it seemed 

almost an unspoken rule that they would only use this bathroom for emergencies. There 

also seemed to be the unwritten rule that the Maya K’iche’ women were only allowed 
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upstairs on the second floor if they were cleaning, and they did not eat at the dining room 

table with the rest of the family unless it was a special occasion. Instead, I often found the 

Maya K’iche’ women taking coffee breaks at a tiny kitchen table off of the main dining 

room.  

Although the Maya K’iche’ women who worked for Christina told me they were 

fortunate to work for such buena gente (a kind and generous person), I wondered if they 

said this to me because I lived on the “top floor” of the social hierarchy. They told me 

that Christina would lend them money when they needed it, give them days off when they 

had to attend to their families and encouraged them to attend school with a flexible work 

schedule. I never dared ask how much they earned, but I did see a young worker (around 

12 years old) leaving after a week of work with a fifty quetzal bill in her hand (equivalent 

to approximately $6.00). I knew that Margarita, who had worked in Christina’s ex-in-

laws house since she was seven years old, was not capable of saving enough money to 

buy a piece of property or her own home. I felt uncomfortable adding to the Maya 

K’iche’ staff’s workload. They washed and ironed my clothes as well as did all the 

cooking and cleaning for me. I tried to pay them extra for their services, but they would 

have nothing of it. Christina assured me that she was paying them well with the rent 

money I gave her every month. I decided not to press the issue further by washing my 

own clothes or cleaning my own room as I realized it would disrupt a social hierarchy 

that was already in place, and my actions would only be perceived as a political statement 

that would not be welcome by Christina or the Maya K’iche’ women who worked there. I 

found giving small gifts after my trips to the United States as my only means of 

compensating them in a socially acceptable fashion. I had to remind myself that I was not 
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there to “rock the boat,” I was there to observe, to ask questions and to be a part of what 

was already established and working smoothly.   

It was not always easy, however, to figure out what was acceptable as I interacted 

with so many different ethnic groups in El Cachimbazo. It seemed the only way I learned 

was through trial and error. Some of these lessons were painful and brought to my 

attention the bitter fact that those Ladinas who embraced me were not always as kind to 

the Maya K’iche’ people I knew.  

One of my first interviews was conducted after work with a Maya K’iche’ woman 

named Norma. I offered to take her out for ice cream at El Café Mi Diosito, which was a 

favorite amongst the Maya K’iche’ in the IPE office. When we arrived at the restaurant, 

Christina’s mother-in-law (who was still part of the family, even though the ex-husband 

was not) was barking orders to the Maya K’iche’ staff to hurry up and serve “these 

important clientele.” Dona Reina was known for her short hair and her short temper 

(although she had always been kind to me and allowed me to stay in her home several 

times in the city before I traveled to the United States). Her personality was quite 

dramatic, and she used a lot of hand gestures and sighs, giving the appearance of being 

impatient and aggressive. The Maya K’iche’ women working at El Café Mi Diosito 

narrowed their almond shape eyes whenever she was there bossing them around.  Dona 

Reina was a few generations older than Christina and had been raised in an upper-class 

family from the highest point of the Western Highlands. When the revolution of Jacobo 

Arbenz seized the country in 1954, she was forced to leave her property when a group of 

Mayan farm workers threatened to take over and murder the family. Dona Reina still sat 

ramrod straight as she shunned the desegregated society that the Peace Accord had 
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brought to the country. She disagreed with the idea that Maya K’iche’ people should be 

in positions of power and influence. She thought it was their duty to serve Ladino 

families and keep to themselves.  

I wrongly assumed that Dona Reina would accept my friendship with a Maya 

K’iche’ woman. As I approached the counter with my colleague, Dona Reina looked at 

me with tight lips and scorn in her eyes. I introduced Norma as a friend and colleague 

from the IPE project and told Dona Reina that I had invited my friend out for an ice 

cream. She threw down a white towel in anger and said:   

¿Entonces, que quieres? (“So, what do you want? ”She used a form that shows 
disrespect by using the “tu” familiar, instead of the “usted” formal form to be 
polite ) 
 
Dona Reina had overheard the Maya K’iche’ staff that morning talking about my 

research project as they were washing dishes at the pila (a large cement sink). She heard I 

had started my research interviews and that, as of yet, I had only interviewed Maya 

K’iche’ women (this was not true, but it was what she had witnessed since I had 

conducted a four hour interview with her head housekeeper, Margarita). Margarita told 

me how Dona Reina had often humiliated her. Although I did not share any of this 

information with anyone else, I was sure Margarita had told the staff the stories of 

oppression she suffered under the reign of Dona Reina.  

My interviewing was becoming a political statement and opening up a Pandora’s 

Box that the Ladinas of the social hierarchy would have preferred stayed shut. Therefore, 

seeing me again with another of my participants who was Maya K’iche’ only reinforced 

for Dona Reina that I was one of those sweet sisters of solidarity who came to El 

Cachimbazo as a Mayan sympathizer. Karina, one of the Ladina participants in this study, 
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explained to me how many Ladinos felt about the changes that occurred in El 

Cachimbazo since the end of the Civil War in 1996:  

Many people, especially those who are foreigners, have the wrong idea of what it 
means to be Mayan. . . . The Gringas think that they must help everyone who is 
from the Mayan culture. At the hospital, for example, they have a monthly 
medical clinic where both Mayans and Ladinos come to receive free medical care. 
But the Gringa nurses tell the Ladinos to stand in the back of the line because it is 
the Mayans who really need their assistance. These Gringas don’t understand that 
many of those Ladinos have less money than the Mayans, but they get served first 
because they wear their typical Mayan dress (First Interview: 7/31/03).  
 

Dona Reina seemed hurt that I did not want to include her as a participant in my study, 

even when she had asked to be one. I decided that having her as a participant would cause 

the Maya K’iche’ women and Christina to feel uncomfortable. So, I told her I already had 

too many participants in the study.   

After Norma and I finished our ice cream in silence, I asked Norma if we could 

conduct her interview privately in my bedroom (and away from the scalding glance of 

Dona Reina). She asked me if I was sure I was allowed to have “guests” in my room. I 

assumed with my sweet sister of solidarity identity that “of course” it was OK and told 

her she should follow me upstairs as I looked over defiantly at Dona Reina. We got 

settled in my room on the same side of the couch and I asked her the interview questions 

with the recorder on and the door shut tight. By the end of the interview, Norma started to 

cry. I turned off my recorder, put my arm around her shoulders and I listened to how 

scary life could be when one is a Maya K’iche’ single woman, close to forty years old. I 

could empathize with her fear since I too was in a similar predicament after my divorce, 

but I had my parents to shelter me from financial ruin. Instead of offering her any advice, 

I just listened and held her hand.  
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When her tears subsided, I realized it was long after dark. Our interview had 

lasted over three hours, and it was dangerous for a woman to walk home alone this late. I 

told her I would walk her home, but this frightened me too since I would have to walk 

home alone on the return. I knew Norma was not provided with meals at the Ladina 

household where she lived, and there were no restaurants open at such a late hour.  As we 

walked downstairs, I heard Dona Reina’s voice recreating the drama she had staged 

earlier in the restaurant with “este mujer” (a derogatory way of saying “that woman”). I 

could feel Norma shrinking at my side and my face burning with shame. I greeted 

everyone sitting at the dinner table with a steely smile and introduced my friend Norma 

to the group. Dona Reina got up from her chair, threw her napkin down and moved into 

Christina’s bedroom to watch El Odio y el Amor on TV. When Dona Reina was out of 

sight, I asked Christina if I could offer Norma something to eat before I accompanied her 

home on foot. Christina invited Norma and I to sit down at the dining room table and help 

ourselves to tea and coffee while she made us some tortillas and cheese. We silently 

sipped our coffee as the others politely excused themselves from the table. Christina 

came back with a plate full of hot, cheesy tortillas and I melted in gratitude. She sat down 

with us as we wolfed down hungrily every last one of her delicacies. As she smiled at our 

hearty appetites, I was reminded of something she had said earlier in the week during her 

first interview.  She told me her parents had raised her to see all human beings as children 

of God, no matter the skin color or the culture. Christina then told me in her motherly 

manner that she would accompany me to drop off Norma at home if I would drive. I was 

so relieved I almost cried. As the gracious hostess that she was, she changed the subject 

and offered Norma more tea and asked her questions about her work with the IPE project. 
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Norma’s sullen expression made me realize that all her life she had to struggle to 

maintain her pride in her Maya K’iche’ identity under such spiteful scrutiny. Perhaps this 

was the motivating force that drove her to dedicate endless hours to encouraging Maya 

K’iche’ women receiving education to maintain their languages and their cultures with 

their children.  

After dropping off Norma at a dark house, I told Christina how much I 

appreciated the way she had treated Norma. She adviced me not worry about Dona 

Reina’s attitude towards Norma, that she was an old lady with antiquated ways that 

would never change. Christina then explained the plight of Dona Reina’s family losing all 

of their land and possessions after an Indigenous revolt in her Western Highland town 

and how she still blamed all Indigenous people for her family’s misfortune. Christina’s 

religious beliefs of forgiveness and acceptance and her efforts to practice God’s infinite 

grace warded off any anger she might have towards her mother-in-law’s bigotry. After 

this experience with Norma, I rarely conducted interviews with the Maya K’iche’ 

participants in my bedroom. Instead I invited them to lunch in the El Café Mi Diosito 

(when Dona Reina was not around) or in the office, after hours. These places seemed 

more neutral ground. 

 

Behind the Wheel 
 
After Christina had been so gracious to invite, Norma for dinner and to give her a ride 

home, I felt indebted to her. It also was time for me to think about how to give back to the 

women who were giving me so much information for this dissertation. I decided to make 

a list of the participants and try to think about something special I could do for each of 
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them. For some, I gave them gifts of hand lotions or chocolates, for others it was an 

invitation to lunch at El Café Mi Diosito and for Christina it was driving lessons.  

Christina had a license and was a driver for many years after she was married. In 

actuality, she had more years of experience driving on the windy, hairpin turns through 

the los Cuchamatanes than I did. I still gritted my teeth, got nauseous and turned green 

being driven around the Western Highlands (which was almost every week during my 

last three months there). Nevertheless, Christina felt I could help her gain confidence in 

her driving again. She had a minor accident in front of the military base leading into El 

Cachimbazo six years before. Everyone from town knew about her accident because it 

was the only way to enter the town during the war. Her ex-husband had seen her at the 

scene of the accident and in a drunken stupor began yelling obscenities at her as the 

military officers cheered him on. The experience was so traumatic (not to mention the 

pain surrounding the knowledge that the military had murdered her brother) that she told 

herself she would never drive again. She wrote herself off as a lousy driver and a threat to 

her children’s safety. The murder of Christina’s brother by the military made it obvious 

to me why she would have had an accident near their facilities. The tension she must 

have felt being continuously stopped by the military at their checkpoint before entering 

her city would have surely unnerved “the coolest of cucumbers.” As the end of my three-

month contract was looming, Christina approached me about wanting to take advantage 

of my talents before I returned to the United States. She wanted me to teach her how to 

overcome her fear of driving. The process of relearning to drive became, therefore, a 

symbolic benchmark of healing from her difficult divorce and a step closer to her 

independence. We decided I would drive her and her youngest daughter to school every 



 77

day, and she would drive the car back to the house. Although this plan caused me to 

arrive at work everyday much later than I should have, my boss (who was a father with 

children in school) understood when I told him about my new driving responsibilities.15  It 

was a means of escaping the house for a few minutes alone with Christina, which was 

sacred to both of us now that there were three Gringa interns living at her place.  

 I usually waited until around 8:00 A.M. for Christina’s sing-song voice at the 

bottom of the stairs to initiate my driving lessons: 

 ¡Leees, ya nos vamos! (Lees, let’s go!) 

I would slip on my Mephisto sandals (as I was usually dressed and ready for 

work) and pass through the dining room to her bedroom. It always touched me to watch 

so many women getting Christina’s youngest daughter ready for school. Margarita would 

comb the youngster’s dark, silky hair and put it in brightly colored scrunchies. Christina 

would race around the room collecting her daughter’s school supplies, and Sarah added 

the finishing touches to some elaborate project the young girl was always required to do 

for art class. I was taken by Margarita and Christina close relationship (even as their class 

and culture were so different). On this particular day, Christina announced that she was 

ready to drive her daughter to school and back if I would accompany here in the 

passenger seat. This was quite a step for her since usually she wanted to drive only one 

leg of the journey.    

                                                 
15 My boss, a Mayan priest, was particularly fond of Christina’s family since one of her sisters had helped 
get his grandfather out of some trouble with El Cachimbazo’s police department. His grandfather had been 
wrongly accused of a crime. Christina’s youngest sister worked for the district attorney, and she brought to 
the judge’s attention facts that were being neglected in his grandfather’s case. The judge realized that some 
Ladinos were trying to frame an innocent, old Maya K’iche’ man, and he dismissed the case. My boss was 
eternally grateful to Christina’s sister and felt bad about Christina’s divorce. Therefore, he was happy I was 
helping her children get to school on time with my driving lessons. 
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 As she ventured outside the house with me at her side, I realized she had been 

afraid to show her divorced identity around town. When I was at her side (as divorced as 

she was) she no longer felt so alone in this new identity. She commented once that she 

saw me as an educated woman with so many talents and that despite my age and my 

single status, I was respected. Quite contrary to her perception of the town’s scrutiny of 

her divorced status, I was amazed at how loved she was by the people of this town. It was 

often hard to get her daughter to school on time because so many people came up to the 

car and wanted to chat. I joked with her that she should run for mayor of El Cachimbazo 

since she was so loved by her people. She told me that this kind of fame was not really 

what she wanted. She was painfully shy and hated being put in the spotlight. One day, for 

example, a woman drove up to us in a much fancier car and complemented Christina on 

her sweat suit and asked her were she got it. Christina smiled pleasantly, thanked the 

woman and told her that she could not remember where she had purchased it. (I knew this 

to be a white lie because Margarita has just found it in a recent shipment of used clothing 

from La paca, but Christina would never admit to wearing second-hand clothes to anyone 

outside the family).  

As we pulled away, Christina rolled up the window and exclaimed, “Everyone 

seems to want to know my business!” 

Just as Christina was explaining to me why this woman’s interest in her clothing 

was really a means of finding out how well she was doing financially without her 

husband, her car sputtered and stalled in between intersections. She looked in her 

rearview mirror and saw that in the car behind her was a friend of her ex-husband. He 
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recognized Christina and waved to her instead of honking at her to move out of the way. 

She sighed and said:  

Tan chulo el señor, siempre me apoyaba durante los momentos mas dificiles. 
(Such a sweet man, he was always so supportive during my most difficult times). 

 
I placed my hand on hers and told her calmly that she was in fifth, not first gear, and that 

if she started the car again with the gearshift in neutral and pushed it into first gear she 

would be out of the intersection in no time flat. She performed the task seamlessly, 

putting us back on track towards El Café Mi Diosito. We turned into the Texaco station in 

front of her home, and I taught her how to do a three-point-turn while the gas attendants 

smiled and waved at Christina. She backed up the car, shot it forward and swiftly slipped 

her car back into the iron-gated garage where Margarita was laughing and waiting to 

close the doors. I clapped in celebration of her round trip accomplishment and told her 

how much improvement I had seen in the past two weeks of driving lessons.  

She turned the motor off and turned to me and said in Spanish, “Leees, why do 

you have leave at the end of the month?” 

I had planned to stay in El Cachimbazo for three months (from May until August 

of 2002) for my fieldwork experience. The idea before I left Austin was to come down to 

Guatemala, quickly gather my data and return home before the end of the summer. I 

looked at Christina in surprise. Her cupid’s arrow had caught me off guard and struck me 

at my heart’s core. With so few words, she had indicated how much she would miss me if 

I left so soon. I had been stung again by the infectious rhythm of the people and a country 

that will forever run through my veins. I realized that my heart was not ready to return to 

Austin, and I was content staying another three months with Christina and her family. 

The decision to stay required a trip to Miami before my three-month tourist visa expired. 
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I spent a wonderful weekend in Miami, shopping for all my new friends in El 

Cachimbazo and then returned to Guatemala with a fresh tourist visa for three more 

months. It dawned on me that all I needed to do was to give in to its pull, so I smiled at 

her and said: 

 ¡Vaya pues! (Ok, why not!) 

I found myself using this expression more frequently during my next three months 

in El Cachimbazo as the rhythm of my participants lured me into pursuing new directions 

in my thinking about my life story, my identities and my epistemologies.  

 
Following the Footsteps of the Other 

 
My workload changed dramatically after I decided to stay in El Cachimbazo for another 

three more months. My boss, a Maya K’iche’ priest, seemed impressed with my 

commitment to the program and wanted to send me to the teachers in remote 

communities who needed training in how to teach bilingual education to Maya K’iche’ 

children. This decision amounted to long, strenuous trips into remote areas of the 

jurisdiction of El Cachimbazo. These Outward Bound-type trips into the countryside 

allowed me to get closer to those trainers who spent very little time in our central office.  

The Maya K’iche’ trainers perceived these journeys into the untouched beauty of nature 

as pilgrimages to sacred sanctuaries.  They believed in the spiritual healing of standing 

under ice cold waterfalls, sitting in cool rivers, dipping into hot springs, trampling 

through jungle brush and bouncing along dried creek beds in the back of a pickup truck. 

The infectious laughter that accompanied these Outward Bound experiences allowed the 

Maya K’iche’ trainers to see my soul and not just the color of my skin. But at the same 

time, the closer I became to the Maya K’iche’ people with whom I worked and their 
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cosmology, the farther away I grew from Christina and other Ladina women who had 

taken me into their hearts at the beginning of my time in El Cachimbazo. As I was lured 

by the infectious rhythm of the Maya K’iche’ culture, I found the Ladina and Gringa 

participants looking at me with disapproval or ridicule. I realized that crossing into the 

Maya K’iche’ culture was a political move on my part that was not appreciated by some 

of the Ladina, Gringa or other Maya K’iche’ participants in this study.  

Ironically, Christina had asked me to stay another three-months, but my 

relationship with her became more distant as I was pulled towards the infectious rhythm 

of the Maya K’iche’ culture. The people around me began to tease me for being so easily 

swayed in search of healing and metaphysical answers. Christina warned me of the 

“black magic” that was present in these Mayan ceremonies (she was an Evangelical 

Protestant). Jasmine and Sarah teased me about dancing el son (the melancholic, Mayan 

blues) when I was born to boogie as an “all-American girl.” Margarita (the Maya K’iche 

housekeeper) chided me that I knew more about her culture than she did. And Norma, 

one of the Maya K’iche’ participants in my study, warned me about my Mayan sign K’at’  

(which meant “spider” in K’iche’) that had the powerful ability to lure even the most 

dignified Mayan men into my net. I got the hint that she was warning me not to distract 

my boss, a Mayan priest, from his responsibilities to his wife, four children and his 

community.   

 By the end of my time in El Cachimbazo, I felt suspended in air like I had lost all 

footing between worlds. As though I had been bitten by a sancudo con malaria (a 

mosquito with malaria), I found myself with that same excitement/terror sensation I had 

felt on the plane coming to Guatemala now that I was approaching the end of my stay and 
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leaving for the United States to celebrate Thanksgiving with my family. This infectious 

rhythm made me feel I was floating in un mar bravo sin una ancla  (in a tumultuous sea 

without an anchor). I knew that the cords pulling me back home were threadbare, and that 

unless my return home was imminent I would lose all connection to any place of 

belonging. I felt my feet leave the ground, uprooted, lost and swimming without 

direction. I felt no longer rooted to any culture or language, and, to tell you the truth, I do 

not think there is a more unpleasant sensation than feeling so detached from humanity.  

 

Parting with a Party 

Since parties had played such a significant role in my research and my relationships with 

the multicultural/transnational women I had met in El Cachimbazo, I decided to host my 

own despedida and share an important cultural ritual from my culture of origin as a 

means of grounding my spirit back to its roots in New England culture. During the week 

of my departure, I orchestrated all the fixings of a traditional Thanksgiving Day dinner 

for the second week in November of 2002 (my week of departure). As the Maya K’iche’ 

people had taught me the importance of ritual and tradition, I decided that my gesture of 

appreciation could be offered in the form of food. The preparations for the party took on 

a truly intercultural exchange. My boss, the Maya K’iche priest, helped me find a turkey, 

Sarah and Jasmine made the mash potatoes and stuffing, Norma brought tamales, 

Christina brought sweet potatoes with marshmallows and many of the trainers out in field 

brought me gifts from the heart. The only thing unusual about this traditional 

Thanksgiving celebration was that there was music and movement. I moved 

symbiotically with my boss, the Mayan priest to a sad son, with Christina’s youngest 
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daughter to spicy salsa, and with Sarah and Jasmine to a jumpy hip-hop tune. On the 

dance floor the shift in rhythm, in steps and in partners was seamless, fluid and 

pleasurable for all involved. As I got caught up in the infectious rhythm of these 

combinations of cultures, I knew I was moving in a true post-national space, and I felt at 

home in its constant flux and complexity. I decided that it was here, in this sensation of 

feeling at home between worlds, where I wanted to stay. 
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ANALYSIS 

 
 

System of Inquirey 
 

A  cachimbazo de culturas/a hodgepodge of cultures  
 

-Everyday Margarita wears her typical Mayan corte/skirt with an all-American orange T-shirt 
matching her neon flip flops made in Taiwan.  
-Every Saturday Sarah makes fresh pasta with a machine her mother brought from California 
while listening to salsa music and talking in Spanish to her host mother, Christina. 
-On Sundays, Christina takes the Maya K’iche’ employees of her restaurant out for fried chicken 
at the Ladino fast food joint, called “Pollo Campero” where they ask for tortillas and black beans 
on the side. 
 

Reality Through Kaleidoscopes 

The accelerated flow of people between worlds has created a kaleidoscope of changing 

cultures, languages and landscapes that effect the shifting mental geographies of 

multicultural/transnational women. A kaleidoscope—an instrument containing loose 

shards of colors between plates of clear and mirrored glass—reflects and refracts an 

endless variety of patterns, and it becomes the lens through which 

multicultural/transnational women view themselves and the world around them. Their 

pivotal positions in space and time affect the colors to be represented in their 

kaleidoscopes of shifting narratives. In other words, the narratives regarding who we are 

(identities), how we got this way (life stories) and how we view the world around us 

(epistemologies) depend on the time and the place that produces these different patterns.  

The purpose of this analysis will be to capture the complexity of this meaning-making 

process during a six-month stint in a post-national space with multicultural/transnational 

women. Although the majority of the women in this study were sojourners living in this 

post-national space temporarily, there were also Guatemalans who participated in the 

study who had never left home. I found both the sojourners and the Guatemalans had 
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complex identity constructions due to the relationships that they had developed with 

others from cultures very different than their own.   

I will begin this analysis by introducing the reader to the participants of this study. 

Of the thirteen participants interviewed, three cultural groups were identified (Maya 

K’iche’, Guatemalan Ladina and Gringas of the Americas). By using the identity markers 

of language skills, ethnic identity, religion, socioeconomic class, marital status, education 

and professions within the three cultural groups, I will discuss the general trends in the 

data that draw these women together in common categories that transcend cultural 

orientation. After this brief introduction to the general findings of the study, I will discuss 

each cultural grouping in more detail as a means of illustrating how varied the 

experiences of the multicultural/transnational woman were and how difficult it was to 

categorize them into one grouping. I will define Bakhtin’s term of heteroglossia and how 

his ideas reflected the comments made by the participants of this study.  I will also 

include some biographical information about Bakhtin as a means of drawing connections 

between Bakhtin’s life and the multicultural/transnational women in this study. 

Following this comparison of Bakhtin’s heteroglossia and that of the participants, I will 

define three kinds of Bakhtin’s devised chronotopes: the prosaic, the life and the art 

chronotopes. I will then explain how I used these core analytical tools to capture the 

complexity of the participants’ mental geographies.  
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Description of Participants and Philosopher 

Introducing the Pool of Participants 

I recruited fifteen participants, roughly five from each of the major cultural 

groups present in this post-national space of El Cachimbazo between May and November 

2002:  

Ladina Guatemalan: Women born in the Western Highlands of Guatemala who 
identified themselves with their Spanish heritage.  

 
The Maya K’iche’: Women born in the Western Highlands of Guatemala who 
identified themselves with their Mayan roots. 
 
The Gringa Interns: Women not from Guatemala but born in other parts of 
South, Central or North America who identified themselves from the place they 
were born.  
 
I decided to use only thirteen of the fifteen original participants (one decided she 

did not have time and another could not commit to a second interview). The participants 

were all adults between the ages of nineteen and forty-five in 2002. 

In regards to language skills, all the participants were bilingual and/or bicultural 

and had exposure to a variety of cultural orientations on a daily basis. The Ladina 

Guatemalan group was predominantly monolingual in Spanish, the Maya K’iche’ group 

was predominantly bilingual in Spanish and in K’iche’ and the Gringas interns group 

were entirely bilingual in Spanish and English. There were also several Gringa interns 

who spoke French and/or Italian, languages from Micronesia, Namibia, the Colombia 

rainforest and the Western Highlands of Guatemala.  

Regarding the socioeconomic situation of the participants, the majority of the 

Ladina Guatemalans and the Maya K’iche’ participants came from underprivileged 

backgrounds and had risen to the status of middle class or upper-middle class during their 
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lifetime. The majority of the Gringa interns was born into upper-middle-class homes in 

the United States and therefore would be considered upper class according to 

Guatemalan’s economic standards.   

Regarding religion, only four out of the fifteen participants expressed a religious 

affiliation as a strong identity marker. Although many of the participants (particularly the 

Maya K’iche’ women) did not engage in institutionalized religion, spiritual beliefs did 

play a significant role in their lives within Mayan Cosmology.  

In regards to education, the majority of the participants had at least a high school 

diploma and three participants had degrees in accounting, secretarial skills and nursing 

from community colleges. Eleven of the participants had bachelor’s degrees, one had 

finished her licenciatura (a master’s degree), six were actively pursuing their master’s 

degrees in Guatemala and in the United States and two were completing their doctorates 

in Texas and Illinois.  

Pertaining to professions, all the participants were working during the time they 

were involved in this research project. They worked in a variety of professions: as 

accountants, coordinators of educational programs, interns in bilingual education, 

teachers, housekeepers, restaurant owners and secretaries and were often the major 

contributors to their immediate and extended families’ incomes.  

As for marital status, only two of the thirteen participants were married at the time 

of the study. Four participants were divorced/separated from their spouses and five of 

them were mothers with children. Five of the eleven single women had “significant 

others” in their lives who provided financial and emotional support.  



 88

Now that I have described in very general terms the pool of participants I would 

like to emphasize the variety of experiences I found with each of the three cultural group.  

The Gringa interns: The one quality that seemed to unite the women in this 

group was their oppositional identification with being “a typical American.” One 

participant was exempt from this generalization as she was from Peru and was sent into 

exile in Guatemala, therefore her identification with her homeland, contrary to the others, 

was very strong. Although her situation was radically different than the five other Gringa 

interns in this group, they were all considered Gringas by the people in El Cachimbazo 

because they were from other countries. One of the participants in this group, Sarah, was 

born to a father from the Midwest and a mother from California, but since they were 

stationed in Honduras at the time of her birth, she considered herself Honduran. Sarah’s 

father worked for the U.S. State Department and had lived in Honduras, Guatemala, 

California and Washington, D.C. during Sarah’s formative years. Then there were other 

Gringa interns who had lived in the same general vicinity of where they were born. Julie 

Ann was born and raised in Illinois and always returned there after her jaunts in Italy and 

Guatemala. Marisol also was living close to her New England roots. Although she had 

lived in El Salvador and Namibia, Marisol had resided in the Boston area all her life.   

The Ladina Guatemalans: Although this group had the most diversity in their 

identity markers, they were the least apt to speak another language. In fact, this group 

was the most monolingual group of the three cultural groups. The most interesting factor 

that distinguished the women in this group was how they positioned themselves regarding 

bilingual education and the rights of the Maya K’iche’ people. There were participants 

like Christina who had day-to-day interactions with Maya K’iche’ women whom she 
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considered part of her family. Then there were women like Virginia who were branded la 

malincha (an Indigenous traitor to the Spanish colony) by Maya K’iche’ people living in 

El Cachimbazo. Virginia liked to argue that she was in favor of bilingual education, but 

she found it difficult to get close to the Maya K’iche’ women and men she worked with 

at the IPE project. She was quick to generalize about all Mayan people, which always 

struck a nerve with the Maya K’iche’ IPE employees. Then there were Ladina 

Guatemalan participants like Veronica who had married a Maya K’iche’ man and whose 

best friend was a Maya K’iche’ woman who was also a participant in this study. In 

contrast, there were young participants like Karina who boasted never wanting to learn 

Maya K’iche’ because it was not spoken anywhere else in the world. 

The Maya K’iche’ women in this study were educated and bilingual in Spanish 

and K’iche’. The one exception was Margarita who identifies herself as “Mayan,” but 

was monolingual in Spanish. Her life experience was radically different than most of the 

other Maya K’iche’ women in this study since she had left her family at the age of seven 

to work for Ladino families and thus lost her ability to speak her native tongue. 

Margarita, however, was still close to her family and most of her sisters worked with her 

in El Café Mi Diosito. Then there were other Maya K’iche’ women like Claraluz and 

Norma who maintained very strong ties to their Mayan roots and felt a responsibility to 

educate the next generation about the language and the culture of their people. Both 

Claraluz and Norma had been fortunate to find scholarships to pursue their educations up 

to the graduate level and become directors of educational programs in IPE. Their 

socioeconomic level was very different from that of Margarita who had only studied up 

to the third grade and still worked as a housekeeper for Christina’s family and restaurant. 
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Bakhtin’s Heteroglossic Parallels 

Before leaving these brief introductions of general trends and contrasts within cultural 

groups, I would like to illustrate the surprising parallels I found between Mikhail 

Bakhtin’s life experience and that of the participants of this study. Although they were 

from entirely different generations (Bakhtin was born in 1895 and died in 1975, and the 

participants in my study were born as early as 1958 and as late as 1984), there were 

interesting patterns of lifestyles between his generation of Russian exiles and the 

generation of multicultural/transnational women represented in this study. For example, 

both the participants and Bakhtin were accustomed to changing their place of residency. 

Bakhtin’s father had a job as a bank executive that required frequent transfers throughout 

Russia. Having lost his mother at an early age, he was raised by a governess from 

Germany who educated him at home in German. He spoke Russian with his father. 

Therefore, just as many of the participants of this study, Bakhtin was raised bilingually 

and lived in cities with heterogeneous mixes of cultures and languages. For example, I 

had a father whose job with a multilateral corporation required frequent transfers around 

the United States. Sarah’s father had a State Department job where she had to move with 

her family to seven different countries around the globe. The majority of the Gringa 

interns had exposure to a variety of languages and cultures, as Bakhtin had, living in 

heterogeneous cities like Washington, D.C., New York City, Boston, Massachusetts, and 

even Champaign, Illinois.  

Although Bakhtin’s childhood was in constant flux due to his father’s job, as an 

adult he was forced to flee for his life. He was arrested in 1929 and sent into exile where 
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he was safe from the political assassinations of Stalin’s regime. He lived over thirty years 

in exile and watched on the periphery as his country was seized by the dictator. Being 

forced to be an outsider to his home country made it difficult for him to ever “feel at 

home” again. And like many of the Gringa interns in this study who were pursuing their 

graduate degrees after having significant experiences abroad, Bakhtin seemed to find 

refuge in universities in Kazakhstan. Bakhtin’s story of exile reminds me of Tita’s plight. 

Like Bakhtin, due to her political activities and her association with other “leftists” 

intellectuals, she was put on a black list and warned never to return to her country. She 

had to watch from exile as her country was taken over by violence, just as Bakhtin had to 

seek the safety of obscurity in Kazakhstan (Morson and Emerson 1997).  The Maya 

K’iche’ and the Ladina Guatemalans in this study also suffered the consequences of the 

war, but they suffered from inside the country instead of out. Exile was not a financially 

feasible option as a means of surviving a bloody civil war.  Instead, they learned to 

survive physically as well as psychologically as the scorched earth campaign in 

Guatemala left over 60,000 people dead and at least 20 percent of the population 

displaced between 1981 and 1983 (Garrard-Burnett 1993). 

In conclusion to the descriptions of the various personalities, their forms, their 

colors and their patterns, I have illustrated that Bakhtin’s multicultural/transnational 

background is relevant to the participants in this study.  Even more significant, however, 

is that Bakhtin spent almost sixty years contemplating the mysteries of the self within the 

context of frequent displacements in a variety of cultures, languages and political 

upheavals (Holquist, 1990). Haunted by the complexities of self, Bakhtin devised some 
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important models that show how we can make meaning out of the complexity of each 

individual’s kaleidoscopic lens.    

 

The Theoretical Framework 

In answering the question of how identities and epistemologies get constructed through 

life-story narratives, the philosophies of the Russian philosopher Bakhtin are useful in 

framing the wide-angle lens and zooming in on portraits of the participants in this study. 

Bakhtin, considered one of the most important intellectuals of the twentieth century 

(Moraes 1996), sought to grasp human behavior through the use of language. Bakhtin 

proposed that the dialogic concept of language was fundamental to the construction of 

identities and epistemologies. By focusing on the relativity and locality (heteroglossia) 

and the positionality in time and space (chronotopes) of an individual’s situation, Bakhtin 

provided the theoretical tools needed to decipher meaning out of the complexity of 

postmodern existence in a post-national space. 

   

Unfinalizabilty 

As Bakhtin looked into his kaleidoscopic lens, he saw the world as a vast conglomeration 

of meanings. Bakhtin perceived the complexity of the world as it came to him in a series 

of local and particular events (Holquist 1990). Grasping the richness, the relativity and 

the particularity of an individual’s experience, Bakhtin conceptualized heteroglossia as a 

specialized sense of understanding the experience of language that is sensitive to the 

meanings of words and the particular audience. In their extensive study, Mikhail Bakhtin: 
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Creation of Prosaics, Morson & Emerson (1997) define heteroglossia in the following 

way: 

We all participate in numerous “languages of heteroglossia,” each of which 
claims a privileged view of a certain aspect of experience. But we all also 
experience the competition of these languages. We come to view one aspect of 
experience, which we are accustomed to treat in one “language,” through the 
“eyes” of another. A little dialogue of world-views is set up: dialogized 
heteroglossia. When this happens, it is no longer possible for languages to be 
“naïve,” that is to presume that there is no other way for their usual realm of 
experience to be understood (p.6). 

 
To use my analogy of the kaleidoscope, if I change positions within a time and space, I 

will perceive and articulate the world around me differently. I choose the languages to 

use according to the social context and the position I hold. I select a zoom or wide-angle 

lens as a means of focusing on the details in my visual realm.  As words illicit different 

meanings according to the context, so do the identities and epistemologies I appropriate. 

In this way, I exist in a relation of “answerability” to the world at large, in the sense that I 

have to accept full responsibility for my actions and my thoughts. This sense of having to 

constantly “answer” to the world, leads me to the acceptance that I am always “a work in 

progress,” always remaking myself and thus rendering untrue any “finalizing” definition 

of who I am or what “the world according to me” looks like. Julie Bettie (2003), 

appropriates this Bakhtin’s concept of “unfinalizability” into a post-structuralist argument 

of identity formation in the following excerpt:  

Within a poststructuralist, radically constructionist formulation of identity there is 
no real, eternal, essential, fixed subject, but only one that is given meaning in the 
context (both in the long arm of history and in the strong arm of interaction) (p. 
52).  

 
Although this constant flux of reality seems overwhelming in our postmodern era, 

Bakhtin was confident that meaning could be made out of the complexities of identities. 
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He devised a series of models to break stories down into terms that would help tease out 

the intended accent, audience, hierarchy and genre of the language spoken. Bakhtin 

prized heterogeneity as a positive force that aided in a clearer understanding of who we 

are in light of others who are close at hand. The issue of respecting these differences was 

of particular importance to Bakhtin because in his lifetime he witnessed the 

homogenization of cultural and political life under Stalin’s regime in Russia (Holquist 

1990). In Bakhtin’s own words, no individual perspective is adequate to the whole in 

itself, for only the concrete totality of perspective can present the whole: 

Languages of heteroglossia, like mirrors that face each other, each of which in its 
own way reflects a little piece, a tiny corner of the world, force us to guess at and 
grasp behind their inter-reflecting aspects for a world that is broader, more multi-
leveled and multi-horizoned than would be available to one language, one mirror  
(cited in Brandist 2001).  
 
As borders between nations blur even further than in Bakhtin’s lifetime and our 

global economy becomes more rapid in transit and high-speed Internet access, more 

intricate dialogues are created amongst so many different cultures and languages.  During 

the course of one day, as a multicultural/transnational woman, I am surrounded by a 

myriad of responses I might make to illustrate a particular point, any one of which must 

be framed in a specific discourse of Self from the teeming thousands available to me. 

Jasmine, one of the Gringa interns, reiterates Bakhtin’s point on the constant flux of our 

perspectives in the following response to my question, “Do you think you would have 

told your story differently to someone other than me?” She answered:  

I think it is always going to come out differently, maybe my story is the same, but 
how I relate it to people, depending on the environment. In the first interview we 
did it with two other people . . . and when Sarah (another participant) said 
something, I got on to that train of thought, where I might have told just you a 
completely different story at another time. So I think different pieces are always 
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going to come out. Sure there are probably things I didn’t say, but it all depends 
on what’s triggered at that moment (Final Interview: 11/20/02). 
 
Jasmine’s comments on the “ever-changing telling” of her life story illustrates 

Bakhtin’s theory that language is essentially a matter of utterances rather than of 

sentences; and utterances are by their very nature, dialogic, in that the listeners help to 

shape the utterance from the outset. Dialogue therefore, becomes the model of such 

interactions: one gains an awareness of one’s own place within the whole through 

dialogue, which helps to bestow an awareness on others at the same time (Brandist 2001).  

Each person, Bakhtin argues, enjoys a “surplus of vision” with respect to each other 

person where they consider a multitude of responses and interpretations before deciding 

how to respond to a sitation. Morson & Emerson (1997) interpret this “surplus of vision”, 

in the late essay Towards a Philosophy of the Act in the following excerpt: 

I can see things about you (the sky that frames you, the way you look when you 
are not self conscious) that you cannot see about yourself, and you have the same 
surplus with respect to me. I can form a finalizing image of you, which you then 
incorporate into your sense of self but which you experience from within, that is 
as something you can interrogate and overcome . . . the sense of experience from 
within and from without (p. 4). 
 

Multiaccentuality 

Valentin Nilolevich Voloshinov, a linguist, a musicologist and a member of the Bakhtin 

circle16 adds multiaccentuality in his interpretation of hetereoglossia. The term 

multiaccentuality represents an encounter of diverse social patterns where one is selected 

                                                 
16 The Bakhtin Circle was a contemporary school of Russian thought which centered on Bakhtin’s works. 
The circle addressed the social and cultural issues posed by the Russian Revolution and its degeneration 
into the Stalin dictatorship in philosophical terms. Their work focused on the centrality of questions of 
signification in social life in general and artistic creation in particular, examining the way in which 
language registered the conflicts between social groups Brandist, C. (2001). The Bakhtin Circle, The 
Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
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to accommodate to the situation. Voloshinov17 theorized that each individual enters into 

the process of dialogue taking in all of the social accents of the environment and the 

people present (Moraes 1996). Bakhtin (1981) elaborated on this particular aspect of 

heteroglossia by arguing: 

All languages of heteroglossia, whatever the principle underlying them and 
making each unique, are specific points of view on the world, forms for 
conceptualizing the world in words, specific world views, each characterized by 
its own objects, meaning and values (p. 291–292). 

 

To give a concrete illustration of Voloshinov’s mulitaccentuality, Marisol, a Gringa 

intern, conveys this point clearly when she explains to me why she liked living in El 

Salvador. She states:   

Mostly, I was my best and I liked who I was while I was down there. They 
[Salvadorans] fit the way I would like to be. They were friendly; they lived in the 
present and appreciated the moment, but were also extremely generous to me with 
their friendships and their time. That’s how I want to be. To be welcoming, to be 
loving, to be willing to include someone who doesn’t necessarily act like you, 
look like you, or speak like you. Someone who will be patient with you when you 
can’t speak their language. . . . That’s how I want to live . . . that’s why I speak 
Spanish. . . . It makes me a better person . . . definitely (First Interview: 7/11/02). 
 
Heteroglossia, therefore, includes variants such as audience and accent that 

altered one’s performance of the language and their assimilation to the cultural norms. In 

another example from my own narratives while living in El Cachimbazo, I described 

being aware of an almost unconscious change that took place as the Ladino culture 

                                                 
17 The question “Whose authorship” of the Bakhtin Circle’s theories has been transformed into extensive 
debates that attempted to clarify whether or not Valentin Voloshinov’s books were written by Mikhail 
Bakhtin and/or visa versa. The final answer to the authorship debate still does not exist. Under intense 
political scrutiny by the Russian Empire, the two authors may have taken each other’s names for protection 
from further arrests. For this reason, I have chosen to use Bakhtin’s name as the sole author since the 
authorships of the others is not clear Moraes, M. (1996). Bilingual Education: A dialogue with the Bakhtin 
Circle. Albany, State University of New York Press. 
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slipped under my skin. In my “Stories from the Field: The Pageant of Peacocks” I 

narrated the following:  

Unos de los bomberos vino a visitarte ayer.  
 
A fireman came to visit me last night? “But why?” I wonder, as Christina and I 
shared our morning ritual of coffee and conversation, “What would a fireman 
want with me?” My curiosity is cured by the evening as I peer down the stairs and 
see this “Village People- looking man” dressed in a uniform of black slacks and a 
white, short sleeve button with medallion patches on his sleeves. I approach him 
professionally, shaking his hand and offering him a seat in la sala, (the formal 
living room used for guests): 

 
 ¿En que le pueda servir? 
 

“How may I serve you?” I hear myself saying, and I am surprised at the feminine 
etiquette that comes out of my Spanish.  I would never start a conversation this 
way with a man in the U.S. In just three months, I am witnessing my behavior 
molded to fit a socially acceptable construction around Ladino men. I wonder to 
myself if this behavior will stick for a while after I return home (8/8/02).  

 
Holquist (1990) described these kind of speech and behavior patterns as genres: 

“rules that govern speech activity in our everyday constructions of language. Genres 

legislate usage in all of their spoken everyday variety” (p. 145). As we learn to speak 

another language we also pick up certain ways of speaking that reflect the values, world-

views and appropriate relationships between genders.  In this anecdote, I have captured a 

moment where I, like other participants, find myself acting in “unanticipated ways” in a 

foreign culture. Such a surprise is an essential part of the creative process and a means of 

perceiving the participants as “unfinalizable” as the researcher herself (Morson and 

Emerson 1997).  
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Limitations on Study 

The Weaknesses of Bakhtin’s Framework 

In mentioning the constant flux in meaning and perception, an ironic limitation to this 

study must be acknowledged. As identities become more fluid, the portrayal of lives 

becomes all the more static. The identities in this study have been freeze-framed in a time 

and place that is no longer. Bakhtin’s theories emphasized this constant flux in the telling 

and retelling of life stories according to the language, culture, accent and audience. 

Therefore, what has been captured here is just a snapshot of how a group of 

multicultural/transnational women made meaning of who they were in relation to the 

heteroglossic world in which they lived at that time. The situation, the audience and the 

accent of the moment affected the personal narratives told. These individual portraits can 

never incorporate all the sociohistorical, linguistic and cultural elements that affect us 

daily, but a picture can be captured of it, even if now they are marked in tight frames of 

the past and put on display in this paper. As the arrangement of these contrasting colors 

refract light into my kaleidoscopic lens, I see fragments of portraits of the participants of 

this study. I hope that the reader grasps a glimpse of the complexity of the entire 

composition without losing the significance of each of the individual lives in the larger 

mosaic of meaning. 

 
The Hierarchy of Languages 

 
Totem Poles of Language. 

If bilingual individuals, therefore, have a stereophony of languages, (Bhabha 

1994) creating static through the cognitive system, how does the mind grasp such 

complexity and make a symphony out of cacophony? Bakhtin believed that individuals 
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prioritize their language use and learn to exist within linguistic hierarchies. In analyzing 

the languages used in El Cachimbazo, I imagined a totem pole where the most highly 

valued language was English and below it was Spanish and on the very bottom was 

K’iche’. Marcia Moraes (1996) highlights this hierarchy of languages in the debate 

surrounding bilingual education vs. the English Only Movement in the United States. 

From her outsider perspective as a Brazilian, she saw clearly how the United States did 

not allow a multitude of voices, but rather privileged a few who were allowed a greater 

volume than others. I saw this hierarchy of languages acted out daily while working for a 

United States’ funded Intercultural Popular Education (IPE) project in El Cachimbazo. I 

noticed that the three languages present in the office (English, Spanish and K’iche’) were 

perceived with different values. English was the native language of most of the high-

ranking officials in this IPE project.  The second language on the totem pole was Spanish 

since the majority of Ladinos (who represent the dominant class in Guatemala) were 

monolingual in Spanish. The third language on the totem pole was K’iche’. Although 

there was cultural capital18 in the ability to speak K’iche’, there was also a lingering sense 

that English was of greater monetary importance since it was the language of the 

“pocketbook-keepers” of their programs. Many Maya K’iche’ employees wanted to learn 

English since the money for the program came from an office in Washington, D.C., 

where a broken Spanish, at best, was spoken. In fact, I asked an executive director of the 

IPE project how a Maya K’iche’ employee could rise to the ranks of the higher 

management team and he said that the most important skill to master was English and 

                                                 
18 Cultural capital is a termed coined by Bourdieu Bourdieu, P. (1993). The Fields of Cultural Production. 
New York, Columbia University Press. 
  to capture how a specific knowledge or identity marker offers some kind of monetary or 
prestigious value to the individual who embodied it. 
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second would be to obtain a degree on the graduate level, preferably from the United 

States or Europe. His logic proved to be correct because the only two Maya K’iche’ 

employees in the IPE program who were in upper-level management were trilingual in 

K’iche’, Spanish and French with advanced degrees from European universities. These 

two Maya K’iche’ men were lucky enough to have received scholarships in the 1980s to 

study in France during the most violent years of the Civil War. Unfortunately, funding for 

those kind of scholarships have dried up since the installment of the United Nations 

Peacekeeping Mission in El Cachimbazo. Nowadays, the majority of Maya K’iche’ 

employees working at IPE were eager to learn English and study in universities in the 

United States. 

 

Aprenda ingles y valga por dos (Learn English and be worth twice as important) 

 During my first week in the IPE office in El Cachimbazo, my conversations with 

the Maya K’iche staff centered on the question of whether or not I would conduct free 

English classes for them. This was a question I learned later was asked of every North 

American Gringa (approximately fifteen interns during the past three years) during their 

first week in El Cachimbazo. They had never succeeded, however, in receiving consistent 

instruction because the director of the program (who possessed a Ph.D. in education from 

a state university in New England and had worked for the Peace Corps for seven years 

and spoke fluent English and Spanish, but not K’iche’) was not in favor of them learning 

English during office hours. Yet, I felt there was more than what met these limitations. It 

was impossible to set up a time in the evenings or weekends to conduct English classes 

since most of the Maya K’iche’ staff had to attend to their families. I concluded that the 
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director saw English acquisition as a threat that would give the IPE employees incentive 

to seek more lucrative options inside or outside the organization. Many Maya K’iche’ 

who mastered English had moved to the United States for better paying jobs or demanded 

better pay at the IPE project. Despite the director’s discouragement, many Maya K’iche’ 

employees were taking English classes on the weekends from a private, pricey English 

Institute in El Cachimbazo, even when they were hardly affordable on their tight family 

budgets. There were also internationals in town looking for extra money who offered 

tutoring in Spanish, French and Italian. Since many individuals who worked for the 

International Peacekeeping Mission in El Cachimbazo were from Europe, Italian and 

French were also highly prized languages in the community. English, however, still 

seemed to be the most lucrative language to learn. I found flyers strewn around town 

advertising the importance of English in getting ahead. The slogan read: 

Aprenda Ingles  y valga por dos. 
(Learn English and be twice as important.)  
 
 
 

Positionality and Language 

Diane Nelson’s (1999) description of her positionality as an Anglo-American 

anthropologist in a highland town in the early 1980s made me reflect on how I might be 

perceived by the people in El Cachimbazo with my native language being English. She 

told the following eloquent story illustrating the positionality of language: 

In 1985, the journey to Nebaj took twelve hours in an extremely cramped 
Bluebird school bus (twelve people in my row!) that groaned its way up the spine 
of the Cuchamatanes mountains to finally drop down into the remote valley 
centered on its colonial-era church. After the ride, while I was walking around the 
garrison town to stretch my legs, a group of children surrounded me, asking if I’d 
buy stuff or wanted my shoes shined. They asked me my name and when I said 
“Diana” they started yelling “Queen of the Lizards, Queen of the Lizards!” 
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Nelson uses this story to illustrate how her appearance as Queen of the Lizards19 has a 

striking resemblance to the organ-stealing rumors about North American Gringas that 

still exist today. Her story made me think about how my identity as an English speaker 

marked me as I walked the streets of El Cachimbazo. Because of my fair complexion, my 

blond hair, my Mephisto sandals and my “Pippi Longstocking”20 appearance, everyone 

knew I was a Gringa. Children would approach me on my way home for lunch to 

practice their English expressions. Although I hated being recognized as a Gringa and 

being spoken to in English in public, I couldn’t resist smiling back at these young voices 

singing in unison:  

Guuuud Murneen!  

I always responded with  

Good morning to you! 

They giggled and scurried off as I got closer. I did not have the same tolerance, however, 

with adolescent boys passing me by and hissing: 

  Heiiii, babeee, Eye lufff ewwww!  

Even if these were innocent attempts to practice the phrases they had picked up in 

American movies, I could not shrug off the cat-call feeling of their utterances and 

shouted back: 

                                                 
19 Nelson Nelson, D. M. (1999). A Finger in the Wound. Berkley, University of California Press. 
  explains the children that were teasing her about being Diana the Queen of the Lizards  
frequented the window of a cantina in town to watch “V.” This show dealt with the arrival on earth of an 
advanced and apparently benevolent group of aliens who promised all sorts of technological wonders to the 
people on earth. Only a small group of the earthlings realized that these aliens offering gifts were actually 
lizards, disguised as humans, on earth to rape and pillage her natural resources.  
20 Christina, one of the Guatemalan Ladino participants in this study, was also my host mother while I lived 
in El Cachimbazo. She often teased me about leaving the house for work looking like “Pippi Longstocking” 
in my ragamuffin wardrobe, my hair looking “like I had just gotten off a motor cycle” and my crooked 
smile.   
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¡Tengo la edad de tu mama! (I am old enough to be your mother!) 

The almost uncontrollable visceral response to the perceived cat-calls made me 

understand how deeply intertwined language is with behavior, reminiscent of Bakhtin’s 

insistence on language informing behavior and identities. The words embodied an 

emotion of rage for feeling disrespected, as my feminist home culture had engrained in 

me. Within this new kaleidoscopic angle, I was not sure how to decipher its meaning, but 

I was very aware of its almost involuntary response in my mind-body experience walking 

through town. 

While walking in the late afternoons through the countryside for a little exercise 

and fresh air, I often encountered Maya K’iche’ campesinos (peasants) on the dusty dirt 

roads making their way back home after a long, hot day in the cornfields. I would try out 

this friendly gesture the children had taught me by saying: 

Ixch Bek’ir (Good afternoon) 

Yet, I would get a blank, puzzled look in return from their faces. It was as if they did not 

understand what a North American Gringa was doing speaking to them in their language, 

as if my attempt were futile and artificial. Although I intended on learning the K’iche’ 

language, I noticed at the end of six months that I had acquired less than twenty words. 

This was odd as languages have always been easy for me, especially when I was 

surrounded by people during the day that spoke the K’iche’ language most of the time. It 

made me wonder why I did not prioritize my acquisition of K’iche’, and why it was the 

lowest priority for those like me who spoke Spanish and/or English. By looking back at 

this moment, I can now speculate that one of the main reasons I did not prioritize 

acquiring K’iche’ was because it was so radically different than any other language with 
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which I was familiar. My early attempts to recall vocabulary proved to be futile, as I 

could not transfer any of my language skills from French or Spanish into its 

comprehension. I probably gave up too early on learning the language, but with my time 

tightly gauged in gathering my field notes and working a full time job with IPE, I felt I 

needed to be realistic with what I could accomplish in six months.  

 

Bilingual Education and Issues of Power 

Because I was struggling with the answer to why I was not learning K’iche’ at the time I 

was living in El Cachimbazo, I decided to ask one of my participants why she had not 

learned K’iche’. Karina, a Ladina Guatemalan participant was monolingual in Spanish, 

and even though she had lived around Mayan languages all of her twenty years of life21,  

Karina responded candidly about her perception of the lack of social capital22 K’iche’ 

provided in the following quotation:  

I don’t support bilingual education programs much. What purpose does it serve 
for me to learn K’iche’ in school? It’s not going to help me in life. In the 
universities, there is not one book in K’iche’. If I were to travel to other countries, 
I wouldn’t find any books in K’iche’. If I was to go to the high school here in El 
Cachimbazo, I wouldn’t find any books in K’iche’. They would have to publish 
millions of books in K’iche’, math books, science books, all the books that are 
needed for school. Right now, if I were to take a chemistry class in high school, 
they would give me a textbook not in K’iche’, but in English. There aren’t any 
books because the people don’t really speak the language. For example, my 
classmates who are Maya K’iche’ don’t speak their language, even though their 
parents do. They don’t like the language anymore and their parents don’t even 
value it enough to speak it to them. I don’t know why they don’t want them to 
speak their own language. There are Maya K’iche’ teachers who want to teach 

                                                 
21 After asking her this question, I realized how naïve I appeared in regards to the relationships between 
Ladinas and los K’iche’ in town. K’iche’ was not spoken in the schools, even when the majority (over 85 
percent) of the public school children were monolingual Maya K’iche’. Bilingual education programs were 
not up and running until 1985  and still have a long way to go in providing adequate bilingual education 
programs (The Riogoberta Foundation). 
22 According to Bettie (2003) the expression of self through one’s relationship to and creative use of 
commodities (both artifacts and the discourses of popular culture) is a central practice in capitalist society 
and through linking these practices to status groups is called using social capital (p.44).  
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children their language, but they are not really fluent in reading and writing in 
K’iche’, so how can they really teach it to others? I have some Mayan friends who 
were so embarrassed to be Maya K’iche’ that they changed their last names. Why 
are they so ashamed? They have practically lost their language, and they don’t 
seem to be making much of an effort to keep it going. They don’t even know their 
own culture. I asked a Maya K’iche’ once why they do certain rituals and he told 
me he doesn’t know. Maybe they are ashamed because they have been 
discriminated against for so long. Maybe that’s why they have lost a lot of their 
culture (7/12/03).  
 

My own consciousness searched for a rebuttal, but I did not voice my opposition to her 

words because I never made acquiring K’iche’ a priority either. Yet, I wondered how my 

Maya K’iche’ friends would perceive her conclusions about their culture, specifically the 

value of their language. Gaspar Pedro Gonzalez (1995), the first Mayan novelist to write 

about Mayan people, illustrates what the subtractive23 (Valenzuela 1999) elements of  

assimilation look like from the other side of Karina’s point of view:  

These two young people had changed in some very profound ways. They didn’t 
speak the language of Jolomk’u Q’anjobal (a highland Mayan language) [They 
could only communicate in Spanish]. The clothing they used, their manners and 
even their names had changed. They had adopted the traits of city people. This 
girl didn’t speak a single word of Spanish when she left here and now she doesn’t 
speak our language. How can you forget something you were born with? Where is 
her language, her dress, her customs and her values which give support to a 
person in society, give life and nourish happiness? “There are hundreds of 
thousands like them walking around. They are the product of the idea that they 
put in our heard from childhood, that simply because we are “Indian” we have no 
worth. A time comes in our lives when that conviction takes hold of us, and 
identifies us with our roots. We turn our backs on our own people and hold out 
empty hands begging for foreign traits, trying to rid ourselves of our own. . . . We 
admire something outside of ourselves. We are dazzled by the foreign (Gonzalez 
1995). 

 

                                                 
23 Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) book Subtractive Schooling suggests that U.S. public schools have the 
agenda of mainstreaming Mexican American students into the dominant society by subtracting their 
community-based languages and cultures. I am using this term here to describe a similar subtractive 
bilingualism that occurs in Guatemala where schools and the society at large take part in encouraging a 
subtractive bilingualism for the Maya majority in the country.  
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Now that I have discussed the many facets of heteroglossia available—the variety of 

registers, of social hierarchies and their impacts on life journeys—I would like to focus 

on the use of time and space in the interpretations of narratives on identities and 

epistemologies.  

 
Analytic Framework 

Introduction to the Chronotope and Its Use 

Time and space merge . . . into an inseparable unity . . . a definite and absolutely concrete 
locality serves as the starting point for the creative imagination . . . this is a piece of 
human history, historical time condensed into space. Therefore the plot and the characters 
. . . are like those creative forces that formulated and humanized this landscape, they 
made it a speaking vestige of the movement of history, and, to a certain degree, 
predetermined its subsequent course as well, or like those creative forces a given locality 
needs in order to organize and continue the historical process embodied (in Bakhtin’s 
(1986) Speech Genres and Other Late Essays).  
 

Now that I have used the wide-angle kaleidoscopic lens to illustrate the variety of 

colors within the different linguistic identities, accents, performances and hierarchies, I 

would like to zoom in on the more linear portrayals of some of the participants in this 

study by using the chronotope. The word chronotope is one of the few non-Russian 

words Bakhtin used as part of his technical vocabulary. Khronotop is recognizably Greek 

in Russian (as it is in English) and refers to the particular combination of time and space 

as they result in historically manifested narrative forms (Holquist 1990). Although 

Bakhtin used literature as his medium for the illustration of chronotopes and I use the 

narration of multicultural/transnational identities, we both aim at grasping the 

complexities of identities in a specific time and space. Using the notion of chronotopes to 

tease out the history, the life story and a philosophy of life of the three participants 

selected for the data chapters that follow, I attempt to answer the question of how 

identities, lives and epistemologies get constructed through personal narratives. By using 
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three modals or kinds of chronotopes: the prosaic, the life and the art chronotope, I will 

create a clearer picture of who these participants were, how their identities were 

constructed and how the telling of their story involves an aesthetic activity.  An aesthetic 

activity entails creativity on the part of the author, where she takes information and gives 

it her own style, her own touch and thus her own significance.  

 

The Prosaic Chronotope 

The prosaic chronotope involves a microscopic view of the world that focuses on 

the minute details of daily life; the real life24 context of everyday. Bakhtin drew his 

concept of the prosaic chronotope from Dostoyevky, Goethe and Rabelais. He focused 

on how the authors of realist novels constructed their characters in a vision of emergence, 

a detailed account of everyday life regarding growing up in national-historical time 

(Bakhtin 1986). Using this technique with these literary texts, Bakhtin captured a glimpse 

of the political society of modern Russia. The characters of these novels became visible 

as effigies of the socioideological discourses that constrained time to the confinement of 

literature. Homi Bhabha (1990) captures the essence of this prosaic chronotope in the 

following quotation: 

It is precisely in reading between these borderlines of the nation space, that we 
can see how the “the people” come to be constructed within a range of discourses 
as a double narrative movement. The people are not simply historical events or 
parts of a patriotic body politic. They are also a complex rhetorical strategy of 
social reference where the claim to be representative provokes a crisis within the 
process of signification and discursive address. We then have a contested cultural 

                                                 
24 The term “prosaic” involves both a view of the world and approach to literature. As a view of the world, 
prosaics is suspicious of explanatory systems (of theoretism); it also suggests that the most important 
events in life are the small and prosaic ones of everyday life Morson, G. S. (1994). Narrative and Freedom: 
The Shadows of Time. New Haven, Yale University Press. 
 .  
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territory where the people must be thought in a double time; the people are the 
historical “objects” of a nationalist pedagogy, giving the discourse an authority 
that is based on the pre-given or constituted historical origin or event: the people 
are also the “subjects” of a process of signification that must erase any prior or 
originary presence of the nation-people to demonstrate the prodigious, living 
principle of the people as that continual process by which the national life is 
redeemed and signified as a repeating and reproductive process (p. 297).  

 
Although Bakhtin used the historical prosaic present in the realist novel, I will use the 

prosaic chronotopes of three select participants for this analysis. These prosaic 

chronotopes will provide the reader with a seeing eye toward an unsuspected, unpredicted 

moment where the participant was engaging in fairly routine behavior in a familiar 

environment and while I was observing or interaction with them in a specific space and 

time. 

 

Life and Art Chronotopes 

According to Bakhtin, a literary analysis of a narrative text also requires a life 

chronotope, a standard space and time for orienting others in other time/space relations 

for an appropriate discussion over a given text. According to Holquist (1990), “placing an 

individual’s life in a sociohistorical context is an indispensable part of deciphering the 

cognition that affects the immediate perception of reality” (p. 54). Although the 

connection between the life stories and the sociohistorical contexts adds a great deal to 

our understanding of the complex elements that shape individual identities, Bakhtin 

pushes further in acknowledging that not only is the context or the “dry telling of events 

unfolding” (Holquist 1990) important, but also how the participant’s imagination enacted 

the telling of these events in art chronotopes. 
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The art chronotope is a construction of an event where the selection of details 

creates a story to achieve a particular effect. Bakhtin defines the creation of art 

chronotopes as aesthetic activities performed by the author (the participant) to 

“continually recreate narratives in the co-creative perceptions of time and space” 

(Brandist 2001). In other words, an artist has a collection of experiences like pottery 

chards or colored tile, and she will put them in a mosaic composition to articulate a 

particular underlying theme depending on the audience who will admire it. Bakhtin 

considered the creation of narratives as an aesthetic activity where the “open event of 

being” is “finalized” by virtue of the narrator’s telling of her life story, from a safer, more 

“objective” distance now that the event is in the past. The participant is free from the 

consequences of the past and therefore can dabble a creative brush stroke across her 

canvas to create the picture of her past; spun in a particular way that reflects her 

philosophy of life. Of course, these stories are not produced out of thin air. They often 

mimic the formally constitutive category of a literary genre or are patterned after familiar 

characters’ movements in time and space in different kinds of novelistic plots (Leontieva 

1996). The art chronotope captures the art of the telling of the life history, and in so 

doing, indicates an epistemological current that runs underneath every word. Within the 

narrative structure of this “consistent process of surmounting the ghostly time of 

repetition”(Bhabha 1990), the reader can see how people come to construct themselves 

within a range of discourses, as a two-tiered narrative performance that is part reality and 

part imagination.  

In my own way of distinguishing between the particular aspects of both life and 

art chronotopes, I visualize an art chronotope as an internal process that is created by the 



 110

individual to make meaning out of her life and the outside world. A life chronotope is an 

explanation of what was occurring outside the Self during the formative years. Bakhtin 

acknowledged the indissoluble combination of these two elements in order to capture the 

complexities of identities in multicultural societies. Holquist (1990) reiterated their dual 

importance: 

Chronotope is most economically defined as the total matrix that is comprised by 
both the story and the plot of any particular narrative. . . . it is the distinction 
between the way in which an event unfolds as a brute chronology (life) and as the 
same event, ordered in a mediated telling of it (art), a construction in which the 
chronology might be varied or even reversed, so as to achieve a particular effect 
(p.115). 

 
In other words, Bakhtin embraced opposing forces instead of polarizing them, and he 

combined them to gain a greater understanding of the myriad responses to heteroglossia. 

 
 

The Structure for the Following Three Data Set Chapters 
 

The structure, therefore, of the following data set chapters of Norma (Maya K’iche’), 

Christina (Ladina Guatemalan) and Marisol (Gringa intern) will follow this template:  

1) I will begin with a prosaic chronotope of each of the three chosen 
participants that represents the three cultural groups. As if I had taken a 
snap-shot of her, I will capture an unscripted moment of a time and space 
we shared. This portrait will allow the reader a seeing eye into visualizing 
the multicultural/transnational woman in her everyday world. Since the 
reality of the participants of this study may be radically different than those 
who are reading it, I want to offer the reader the opportunity of crossing 
boundaries of experience and geography, of moving across cultures and 
family dramas, of traveling to new worlds in order to sense a connection or 
identification with the story being told (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 
1997).  

 
2) I will weave the life chronotope of the participant with the sociohistorical 

context of their upbringing as a means of showing how intricately 
intertwined these two elements are in the formation of identities and 
epistemologies.  
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3) I will finish the portrayal of these three women’s lives by looking at their 
art chronotopes that capture the art of the telling. The creative process 
involved in the selection of details directs what they include in their 
personal narratives and what they do not (what was said is as important as 
what was not said). This process allows the reader to see into the 
epistemology of the participant: a philosophy of life immerges, as the 
meaning they make creates the account of their heteroglossic moment.  

 
 

Conclusion 

In this analysis section, I have given the reader an orientation of the three different 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Maya K’iche, Spanish and English) present in this 

study using the lens of Bakhtin and other postmodern/post-structuralist theorists. I 

defined Bakhtin’s term of heteroglossia. I explored the three kinds of chronotopes that I 

will use as the core analytical tools in making meaning out of the multitude of worlds 

present in the identities of the participants of this study. With the help of the data sets of 

three participants: Norma, Christina and Marisol, I will provide examples of these three 

kinds of chronotopes. By using this analytical framework, I reconstructed their life stories 

so as to create an innovative template to be used with other data sets in the future. I have 

learned from this arduous process of trying to articulate multicultural/transnational 

identities that the more I untangle the more complicated the picture becomes. The 

message may be that I must get comfortable with the ambiguity of not knowing, and that 

perhaps “the truths” for which I search are only constructions I make myself.  
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DATA SETS 

Data Set Number 1: Norma’s Chronotopes 

Prosaic Chronotope 

My first step in creating chronotopes of Norma’s life was to capture a holistic sense of 

Norma’s personality, her appearance and her spirit—a snap shot moment with her as a 

means of bringing her character to life on paper. In other words, this prosaic chronotope 

will provide the reader with a seeing eye into an unsuspected, unpredicted moment where 

Norma was engaging in fairly routine behavior in a familiar environment while I was 

observing and interacting with her in a specific space and time. The following description 

comes from my field notes of June 24, 2002 when I came upon a moment alone with 

Norma: 

I arrived early to work on Monday morning (around 7:30 A.M.) and found Norma 
alone in her office eating breakfast. It was a peaceful scene to come across. She 
was sipping coffee as the sunlight poured through the window onto her long, 
plum-sauce-colored hair. She saw me and beckoned me to come into her office by 
brushing the back of her hand towards me and giggling as I said: 

 
¡Muy Buenos Días! 
(A very good morning to you!) 

She put her finger to her mouth indicating that I should keep quiet. I tiptoed into 
the room and she gestured for me to sit down. She told me softly that she was 
avoiding the women down stairs who were waiting for her to start their weekly 
women’s meetings. I guessed that she needed a moment of silence before starting 
her day.  Norma seemed to get tired being around people all the time and required 
time alone to recharge her batteries. She offered me a piece of pan dulce, a sweet 
bread she has offered me twice this week, but I wagged my index finger in decline 
and told her: 

 
Muchísimas gracias, pero acabo de tomar un atole de maíz blanco. 
(Thanks so much but I just had a white corn atoll (a liquid breakfast of the 
Maya K’iche” consisting of a warm corn mush spiced with chile, lime and 
black beans).)  

 
Norma was wearing a pink and red flowered huipil, a woman’s embroidered shirt 
that looks like a poncho sewn up on the sides.  She wore bright colors that lit up 
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her Mayan complexion. A blush of pink highlighted her bold cheekbones and slim 
lips without any actual makeup. Her hair was tied neatly back and flowed all the 
way down to her lower back. She was a bird-boned woman. As we sat together, I 
noticed that her tiny feet in high heel sandals were dangling above the floor while 
my heavy Mephistos stayed planted on the floor. She touched my hand in 
excitement and exclaimed in a hushed voiced as she leaned closer to me:  
 

¡Soñé con un premio de un medallón! 
(I dreamt I received a medallion!) 

Norma took her dreams seriously; In fact, she had told me that her Mayan 
calendar sign was specifically geared to interpret dreams as communication with 
the spiritual realm of her ancestors. She told me that the dream had a very positive 
meaning that she would receive an award for her hard work. She then squeezed 
my hand and said that the director of the IPE project had called her that morning 
and invited her to a women’s conference in Lima, Peru! Her face was flushed 
with excitement as she told me. I kissed her cheek in celebration and she 
whispered in my ear:  
 

¡Ya ves! ¡Mis sueños pueden pronosticar el futuro! 
(You see! My dreams can indicate my future!) 

 
 
The Reason for Inclusion of Norma’s Stories 
 

Now that the reader has gained a sense of Norma’s beauty and her beliefs, I would 

like to explain why I chose Norma’s life stories over the other Maya K’iche participants 

to highlight as a data chapter. Norma lived through the horror of massacres and the loss 

of much of her community. Her story highlighted the impact the ruthless regimes of 

Lucas Garcías and Rios Montt had on rural civilians of Mayan descent. Norma’s 

diligence and determination to pursue her education and the development of her 

community was in itself a powerful narrative that seemed worthy of documentation for 

future generations of Maya K’iche’ women. Norma was raised during the 1970s when el 

movimiento de las mujeres (Women’s Movement) was gaining momentum not only in 

Guatemala, but all over the Americas (Falla, 1990). The women’s movement was spurred 

on by economic and political factors that were tearing apart traditional family structures 
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all over Latin America. During the 1980s, a world recession hit the Guatemalan economy 

with such an impact that it practically toppled over. The United States had captured most 

of the import/export market, raised the interest rates and pushed oil prices to such 

extremes that few Latin American countries could compete with the global capitalism 

that emerged (Theissen, 1995).  

Guatemala’s civil war exacerbated this economically desperate situation as the 

majority of the Maya K’iche’ men in their communities were forced into military service.  

Many of these forced recruits were killed if they did not obey orders to kill others, and 

consequently, most of these Maya K’iche’ soldiers never returned home and those that 

did often suffered with posttraumatic stress syndrome (PTSS) due to the killings they 

witnessed and committed during the civil war. As a result of this violence, the rate of 

alcoholism, domestic violence and adultery has soared in Guatemala since the beginning 

of the civil war. Many communities were left with thousands of widows and orphaned 

children sinking deeper and deeper into despair and poverty.  

Many Maya K’iche’ women were given the opportunity during this time to study 

and work for local relief efforts supported by multinational development organizations.  

By the end of the 1980s, over 50,000 Guatemalan widows were working in development 

and providing desperately needed services to their communities. Not only were these 

working women boosting their family income (many became the major breadwinners of 

their families), but also their own self-esteem (Theissen, 1995). Norma illustrated this 

empowering process through the telling of her life stories. Her courageous stories of 

standing up for her rights as a woman were so powerful that by documenting her voice, I 

hoped to inspire future generations of women to follow in her footsteps.  
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Life Chronotope 

Introduction 

In order to understand Norma’s identities, her life stories and her epistemologies, 

I will create a life chronotope of her life as a means of deciphering the cognition that 

affected her immediate perception of reality. Since a life chronotope attends to the 

unfolding dimension of a life experience by organizing the temporal order of events 

along a continuum, I will weave Norma’s life story into the time and space within which 

she lived. Later on in this chapter I will discuss her telling of these identities, experiences 

and epistemologies as an art chronotope using a narrative genre derived from Mayan 

Cosmology. Norma described herself, as an “anonymous heroine” of the civil war. Her 

self-title does not come from a place of arrogance, but from a place of knowing her 

destiny to be a community leader from the ancient text of Kam Wuj. 

Kam Wuj was an epic astrological guide that explained the fundamental structure 

of social societies, local communities and personal identities, whether they were in the 

Classical Mayan Period or in the Mayan societies of today. Kam Wuj professed to be a 

cosmic wisdom that came from understanding the alignment of planetary energy on the 

day a child was born. This alignment of the stars gave the Mayans the ability to decipher 

the codes (there are twenty signs) written into the body of a newborn, just like glyphs on 

stone. The human body was not considered a separate entity, but represented a 

responsibility to a larger physical, spiritual and social world.  It was up to each individual 

to come to understand their Mayan sign in order to find a purpose, a role and a mate, all 

of which are determined by the day of birth. The interest in the Mayan Calendar has 
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become more widespread as a means of tapping into a Mayan ancestral wisdom and the 

power it can bring through a “relearning” of Mayan Cosmology. Unfortunately, the 

Spanish conquerors destroyed and burned most of the original documents of the Kam 

Wuj. The elders of the ancient Maya K’iche’ civilization, however, have passed down its 

tradition orally from generation to generation where its knowledge is still used today. 

Nevertheless, there are many Ladino Guatemalan teachers in Guatemala who are against 

bilingual education (which would include Mayan language and cosmology instruction). 

They have criticized the legitimacy of a culture and traditions that has little written proof 

of its existence. It is often the case with passed-down oral traditions that the meanings of 

the original texts may be altered after generations of the telling. Another factor that must 

be considered is that many of the anthropologists interested in recording the oral accounts 

of Kam Wuj have been foreigners to the Mayan culture and often put their own spin on 

the meaning of things while interpreting its text. For example, a writer from Argentina, 

Ludovica Squirru and an anthropologist from Guatemala, Carlos Barrios (2000) wrote the 

first book in Spanish describing the Mayan Calendar Kam Wuj. It was quite a popular 

book in El Cachimbazo while I was living there. It seemed foreigners as well as the Maya 

K’iche’ who worked for the IPE project were trying to get a hold of the book and make a 

copy of it for themselves and their communities. Many of these Maya K’iche’ facilitators 

on the staff used the book as a resource for their workshops on Mayan Cosmology 

(mainly because there was very little written material they could use to explain these 

difficult concepts). Yet, they were not always happy with the sweeping generalizations 

the book made. For example, my boss, a Maya K’iche’ priest, discouraged me from using 

this version of Kam Wuj because he said the Argentinean author had taken too much 
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liberty in interpreting what Carlos Barrios had discovered about the traditions of his 

Maya K’iche’ grandparents. In sum, it is difficult to say whether the purity of the Mayan 

Cosmology has been diluted and whether its true meaning still exists. Whatever the case, 

I think the ambiguousness of the text allowed people the freedom to interpret it as it 

pleased them or as it made sense to their life stories. The legitimacy of these Mayan 

beliefs was not as important to me as their use in interpreting the meaning of life for the 

participants of this study. 

Mayan priests claimed that by searching within, their people would uncover an 

innate understanding of themselves that has been dormant since the time of the conquest 

of the Americas by the Spanish. With this knowledge, an individual could gain a purpose 

in life, a responsibility within a community and a place in the natural world. In Mayan 

Cosmology, the universe aligned in particular ways, emitting different kinds of energy 

that got absorbed into a newborn child’s spirit at the moment of birth. Norma explained 

to me that she knew her strengths and weakness as well as her destiny by calculating a 

combination of numbers adding up to thirteen and the day of her birth, which falls on one 

of the twenty Mayan Calendar days. Many Maya K’iche’ people believed in the wisdom 

of the Mayan Calendar as a resource to make meaning out of their lives, to understand 

their purpose in their communities and to find suitable mates. The Maya Calendar also 

could help an individual understand their strengths, weakness and how to establish an 

energetic equilibrium with the universe.  The Mayan Calendar may be one of the reasons 

why their people throughout the centuries have had the reputation of being one of the 

more peaceful and harmonious civilizations to inhabit the two continents of the 
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Americas1. The following quotation illustrates clearly what the Mayan Calendar can bring 

to this research on the narratives of identities, lives and epistemologies.  

The objective [of the Mayan Calendar] is to guide individuals toward making 
meaning of out their lives and finding ways to obtain their destiny. In this way, an 
individual lives in equilibrium with the cycles of change that move around her, 
whether or not she is moving (Squirru & Barrios, 2000). 

  

Sociopolitical Background 
 

Upon taking the reader on a ride through the galaxy of Mayan Cosmology, I will 

now bring the reader back to earth to discuss the sociopolitical factors that could have 

affected Norma’s narratives on her identities, experiences and epistemologies. Norma 

was born in 1964 in a small town off of Lake Atitlan, twenty years after The October 

Revolution of 1944. This October Revolution promised the Mayan people social reform 

within a pre-existing feudal economy dominated by Ladino elites in Guatemala. These 

aspirations, however, were crushed ten years later with the assistance of the United States 

government. In 1950, President Jacobo Arbenz startled the United States with his 

initiatives to redistribute the lands that had been occupied by the United Fruit Company 

(UFCO). Arbenz’s agrarian reform threatened the interests of UFCO, the U.S. Congress 

and the State Department because of their financial investments in the company’s stocks2. 

With this threat established, the Truman administration authorized a coup that pushed 

                                                 
1 According to the Mayan Calendar, “the beginning of time” was approximately 5120 years ago while in the 
Western world we consider the “beginning of time” to be 2003 years ago. Of course, there was “time” 
before these dates, but this is when both the Western and Mayan civilizations started counting time 
(Aguare, 2002). 
2 Although this would be considered today a conflict of interest to mix politics with investments, few 
United States citizens at the time paid much attention to politicians’ ties to companies in The Banana 
Republics. The 1950s were stereotypically a time when U.S. citizens believed blindly in their government 
or did not care enough about foreign affairs to monitor U.S. foreign policy in Central America.  Thus, when 
the U.S. security forces declared the Arbenz’s agrarian reform a communist threat to the entire region of 
Central America, the U.S. citizenry, for the most part, did not question their authorities or their actions “to 
fight communism in the region”. 
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Arbenz into exile in 1954. During the first two months after Arbenz was ousted from 

office, the Guatemalan army killed over 8,000 campesinos (peasants), mostly union 

organizers and Indigenous leaders, with funding and training by the United States 

military intelligence units. Norma’s parents would have known some of these slain 

leaders (because her father was a Catholic deacon) and would have told stories to their 

children about the important leaders that were gone from this world, but not from their 

hearts.  

 
The U.S. Foreign Policy Against Democracy   
 

In 1966, when Norma was three, terror came again with the United States Special 

Forces in Operation Guatemala: a counterinsurgency campaign that led to the killing of 

another 8,000 people. With the United States government backing a string of right-wing 

presidential candidates and their death squads, we were deemed partially responsible for 

more than 30,000 deaths over the next seven years (Barry 1991). By the time Norma was 

seven (in 1970) and attending elementary school, right-wing death squads were a 

commonplace means of combating communism. During the late 1970s, under the military 

regime of Lucas García, the Mayan populations in the Western Highlands were targeted 

as insurgent populations. The social teachings of the Catholic Church and Popular 

Education programs were condemned as efforts of the resistance forces, or la guerrilla, 

who were hiding out in the mountainous, remote regions of the Highlands. The army 

suspected that la guerrilla were inflaming already disgruntled Mayan communities with 

their rhetorical speeches on Indigenous oppression, and consequently used this perceived 

threat as the justification for the military murders of community leaders, Catholic priests 

and activists.  
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An Almost Incomprehensible Poverty  
 

During the 1970s, it was not safe for the Mayan people, especially young girls, to 

wander far away from home. Norma often recounted her father’s eagerness to keep her 

close to home. She framed his reasons for keeping her at home as having more to do with 

her gender and than the political unrest at the time. She stated:  

My father would always tell me, ‘Why does a woman need to study? A woman’s 
place is in the home. He always kept that philosophy in mind and never assisted 
me with my studies (First Interview, 6/18/02). . . . He told me he did not even 
want me to leave the house, nor did he want me to travel to Guatemala. We fought 
a lot. I think this caused 90 percent of my depression. I have suffered so many 
losses of people who were important to me. So many of us have suffered like this. 
I suffered cloistered like this in my house until my father gave me an ultimatum: 
either get married or leave the house. I decided the latter and even now I still do 
not trust my father. He is the root of all our defects, my father. Maybe my sisters 
are right that some of my brothers have drowned their sorrows in alcohol because 
of their defective relationship with their father (11/10/03). 

 
Although Norma described her father as being an incurable machismo and the greatest 

barrier to pursuing an education, I wondered if he forbad her to study because he was 

afraid for her safety. There were no middle schools or high schools in Norma’s 

hometown, so she had to study outside of her community by the time she was twelve 

years old.  The year she turned twelve, however, was also the year after the great 

earthquake of 1976 that left over 22,000 dead, one million homeless and Guatemala City 

partially destroyed. 1977 was also the year the Guatemalan government boldly rejected 

United States aid because of its human rights requirements. The rejection of this 

international aid freed the military from restrictions in the terror it rained upon the Maya 

K’iche’ of the Western Highlands (Barry, 1991). During this same year, Norma was the 

first girl in her community to study fifth grade at the “urban school.” There were many 
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fights between Norma and her father regarding school attendance. Norma said her father 

reasoned that education for women was pointless and a distraction from their real jobs as 

housekeepers and mothers. Nevertheless, Norma won over her father and was allowed to 

attend school in a nearby town three days a week with the condition that she assisted her 

mother with the cooking and washing of clothes for her seven brothers and sisters.  

I was resistant at first to believe that her father could be so cruel as to not allow 

her to go to school. Surely, I thought, her father’s real motive for wanting her to stay 

close to home had to do with the violence that was mounting all over the region and 

especially in urban centers against young Maya K’iche’ women. But the more I read the 

literature and listened to Norma’s transcriptions over and over again, the more I found 

my own conclusions to be lacking. According to la Comisión de la Esclarecimiento 

Histórico’s (CEH, 1999) statistics, it was quite common for Maya K’iche’ girls not to 

receive an education past third grade. The illiteracy rate for Maya K’iche’ girls was at 56 

percent in urban areas of El Cachimbazo and in rural areas, it was as high as 77 percent. 

This situation may not be, as I perceived, a lack of the parents’ interest in their children’s 

education but a result of the extreme poverty that most Maya K’iche’ people in this 

region suffered, the result of Rio’s Montt’s scorched earth campaign during the early 

1980s. The CEH (1999) report indicated how income levels plummeted and put families 

of the verge of starvation or death due to dysentery: 

In 1980 the poverty level reached 31.6 percent of the population in Western 
Highlands and by 1989 it had increased up to 54 percent.  In 45 percent of the 
homes in the Highlands there was no access to running water; electricity was only 
available in 64 percent of its homes and one bed in a local hospital served the 
needs of 1,733 inhabitants of the region (translation by the author, p.14) 
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I realized, therefore, that even if Norma’s father had wanted his daughter to be educated, 

he must have been more concerned with the well-being of his entire family. Her father 

desperately needed her to work so that he had enough to feed his growing family (Norma 

had four brothers and four sisters) and care for their medical needs. Education was just a 

luxury Norma’s family could not afford. Upon reading this literature and discovering my 

incorrect assumption, I realized how easily it was for me to judge another’s life, without 

understanding the reality that they face everyday. This realization made me all the more 

convinced that my research could serve a purpose in persuading educators to learn more 

about the factors that make up a student’s life and not to make quick judgments from the 

places they stand and the privileges of which they are often oblivious. The following 

excerpt from my field notes tells a story of an interaction with Norma that illustrated this 

clear-cut difference in our educational and life experiences:  

One Friday afternoon, I was using the paper cutter in the office to finish a task for 
Norma’s empowerment project. I was losing my patience with cutting identical 
squares out of construction paper as she had specifically instructed me to do. Yet, 
as I made the squares more varied in size than the same, Norma told me that my 
efforts were not good enough and that I should stop all together and let her do it 
later. She said I was getting sloppy with my work and it would be better if I just 
called it a day.  
 

This incident between Norma and I illustrated our differences in dealing with material 

things. Norma had to work extremely hard to earn enough money for school supplies 

(including working out in the coffee fields) where I never had to worry about any 

material needs I had in regards to school: they were either provided by my parents or my 

public school in an upper-middle-class neighborhood in the United States. Therefore, I 

did not sense the value of these small pieces of paper I was cutting. Norma saw me 

wasting a precious resource, even if it was not one she had specifically paid for herself. 



 123

This instance, as tiny as the pieces of paper I was cutting, demonstrated so clearly to me 

how personal significance was created (even to the tiniest thing, like colored paper) and 

how symbolic capital was generated. 

The prejudice that Norma and her parents had to face everyday was something I 

have never experienced. The military automatically viewed the Maya K’iche’ people as 

co-conspirators to la guerrilla and committed genocide against them. Yet the accusations 

that the Maya K’iche’ were assisting la guerrilla have proven to be almost entirely 

unfounded and merely a tradition of racist prejudices against the Mayan people by the 

Ladinos who dominated society (CEH, 1999). Most of the bloodshed and violence 

occurred from 1978 until 1985, with military operations specifically targeting the 

Western Highlands (CEH, 1999). Norma was fourteen years old in 1978 and was 

forbidden to attend six-grade by her father who insisted this time that it was time to learn 

how to care for the household. Benedicto Lucas García, the president’s brother, was 

named defense minister and implemented a counterinsurgency policy that conducted 

brutal attacks on peasant villages suspected of sympathy for the revolutionary forces. 

This policy had only just started when Aníbal Guevara became president and seemed to 

promise continued military incompetence (Handy, 1984). Without the support of his 

junior garrison commanders, a military junta headed by Rios Montt overthrew Aníbal 

Guevara and the counterinsurgency campaign implemented by Benedicto Lucas was 

pursued with a vengeance (Handy, 1984).  

 

The Red Reign of Rios Montt 
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Rios Montt’s torturous logic espoused that behind each guerrilla there were ten 

Indigenous people working to support him. Therefore, he initiated a “scorched earth 

campaign” in the early 1980s with the idea that the best way to kill the fish (la guerrilla) 

was to take away their water (the Indigenous populations in the surrounding areas). As 

the Catholic Church retreated from the Western Highlands, the military took over the 

churches and all the municipal buildings to install their military barracks and detention 

centers where women and girls (more often than men) were routinely captured, raped, 

tortured and killed. According to the illustrated case number 91 of the Comisión del 

Esclarecimiento Histórico (CEH) (1999) report, the military committed horrendous acts 

of torture to women of all ages and conditions.  

By the time Norma was seventeen years old in 1981, her parents must have heard 

some of these bloodcurdling stories of the torture, rape and killing of young Mayan girls 

close to Norma’s age. Her father forbad her to walk alone in fear that she may be forced 

into the civil patrol or, worse yet, raped, tortured or murdered. Consequently, Norma was 

not allowed to go to the market without a chaperone, as her parents discovered that the 

military routinely took advantage of the market days to capture their most vulnerable 

prey: women on their way to weekly shopping. The CEH (1999) report claims these 

human rights violations showered upon women were part of a premeditated, counter-

insurgency strategy to repress, humiliate and instill fear into the civilian populations 

regarding the consequences of assisting la guerrilla. The following testimony of Norma 

illustrates the kind of cloistered terror her entire family must have felt and how this fear 

affected their relationship to each other while living within the “scorched earth 

campaign” territory: 
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The violence was really fierce from 1980 until 1987 in my town, I mean really 
fierce3. There was forced military participation where they rounded up people in 
town during the afternoons. No one understood anyone during these times of 
terror. I was terrified all the time. I had heard a story of a man from my town that 
came home from his forced military service, went crazy and killed his wife in 
front of his children. I started to think I could have the same predicament with a 
man so I decided not to trust men. As a result, I think I have a great lack of 
affection in my life. I tried not to look at anyone on the streets. I was so 
mistrusting of men that I would walk on the other side of the street when I saw 
them coming. Usually when I went to the market, I would go accompanied by 
other adults because it was unsafe to walk alone. My father told me he did not 
want me to get involved with any of the drunken men he saw around town, nor 
did he want me to be involved with any of the Protestant missionaries coming into 
our town, so he did not give me many options. . . . Maybe this is the reason I have 
not gotten married (11-07-03). 
  

The military established control over the rural areas of the Western Highlands with its 

mandatory Civil Patrol units. Forced military service was conducted daily in the 

surrounding communities, where Mayan men and women were rounded up on the streets 

and obligated to play part in their scorched earth campaigns in neighboring towns. By the 

summer of 1984, the Civil Patrol was estimated to be 700,000 strong and carried out 

genocide throughout the Western Highlands in search of subversives (Handy, 1984). The 

military defined subversives as those people who tried to run away when the military 

entered their villages. However, all the villagers fled when they heard the roar of military 

helicopters or the yelling of the armed Civil Patrol. They were shot in the back as they 

ran or they were raped, tortured and/or burned to death if they stayed.  

 Who would not be considered a subversive under these conditions? 

With the massacres, the scorched earth campaign, the kidnappings and the 

execution of local authorities such as Mayan leaders and priests, the military was not only 

                                                 
3Case Illustration No 91 of the CEH Report titled “Maya K’iche’ women who were victims of rape in the 
Department of El Quiche. Between 1979 and 1983, the military and the death squads are accused of raping 
many Maya K’iche’ women (CEH, 1999). 
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trying to break the guerrilla’s base of Indigenous support but also attempting to dismantle 

the cultural values that assured the cohesion and the collective action of the Mayan 

communities (CEH, 1999).  

The most tragic and puzzling aspect of these ruthless Civil Patrol missions was 

that often their soldiers were commanded to kill those people who were from neighboring 

communities. The military kept a close eye on their Civil Patrol soldiers and metered out 

drastic punishment for those who refused to obey commands to kill villagers they knew.  

“Any indication of a lack of zeal in performing their duties usually resulted in their own 

tortured death” (Handy, 1984). The motto of the Civil Patrol seemed to be “kill or be 

killed.” Norma’s stories about not being able to trust any one during this time rings true 

since her neighbors were forced into the Civil Patrol and obliged to turn in any of their 

enemies as subversives.  

Despite this overwhelming wave of violence and its ripple affect in her 

relationships with family and potential boyfriends, Norma convinced her father to allow 

her to study with a Catholic “finishing school” in 1980 when she was sixteen years old. 

The next year, Norma decided not to continue studying with the Catholic Church and 

instead began to take on financial responsibilities for her studies. She told me many 

stories of the sacrifices she had to make in order to pay for her studies since her father 

would not contribute to her education. She washed dishes in the cafeteria during recess, 

she embroidered huipiles at night by the light of kerosene lamps, she rounded up small 

donations from her uncles, her teachers and her congregation to buy school supplies and 

she worked gathering coffee beans on the Southern Coast of Guatemala to pay for her 

final exams to graduate from high school. Luckily, as Norma was finishing high school, 
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the military loosened its iron grip on the country and therefore made it easier for Norma 

to travel into Guatemala City for her university training. 

 
Economic Problems Cause the Military to Act More Democratically 

By 1985, the Guatemalan army realized that the cost of taking on all of the 

functions of the state without international support was too high. As the economy 

plummeted, the government expanded its horizons and saw that Guatemala received 

much less economic and military aid than their Central American neighbors. The 

government decided to change its world status as a pariah state, by allowing general 

elections to take place. All political parties that had no direct ties to the armed opposition 

were allowed to compete (Smith, 1991). In September of 1985, 68 percent of Guatemalan 

voters chose the most moderate candidate, Vinicio Cerezo. The elections were relatively 

honest and most Guatemalans were pleased with the outcome, however, pessimism set in 

quickly as Vinicio Cerezo’s was unable to transform major institutions controlled by the 

military. Yet with international aid pouring into the country due to the fair elections, 

economic rehabilitation of communities became a reality. The state channeled 

international funds into the building of roads, schools and clinics throughout the Western 

Highlands. Thanks to the assistance of the Agency for International Development (AID) 

and other multilateral development organizations, bilingual educational programs became 

firmly established in these regions of the country. The aim of these bilingual education 

programs was not necessarily to maintain Mayan cultures, but to coax Mayan children 

into coming to school by offering some initial instruction in their native language, Maya 

K’iche’ (Smith, 1984).  
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After graduating from high school in 1986, Norma worked to pay for her younger 

sisters’ schooling. Norma missed her studies, however, and in 1987, at the age of twenty-

three, received a scholarship from a multilateral organization to study bilingual 

education. She was thrilled to be able to go to college, but got frustrated as she tried to 

keep up with the Ladino-dominated university system. She explains these difficulties in 

the following excerpt: 

In 1986 I did not study and I felt totally frustrated that I had not gone directly to 
college after high school. In 1987, I received a scholarship that paid 50 percent of 
my tuition and 50 percent of my personal expenses so that I could complete my 
B.A. After that I studied from 1990 until 1995 with another scholarship at a 
Central American university. But this decision was very difficult for me because I 
was granted money to study in a field of which I had no previous knowledge or 
training: community development. I had a liberal arts degree and then I studied 
pedagogy to be a bilingual teacher. These two fields had nothing in common with 
community development. For this reason, I grew very frustrated in my academic 
pursuit in this new technical field. Although the techniques of community 
development helped me in my work, I realized that my real love was teaching and 
so I returned to school for my master’s in education from 1998 until 2002. I 
started my university studies in a private institution and now am studying at a 
state university where I will graduate with a master’s in pedagogy at the end of 
2002. . . . I now feel like a person who can aid communities with their 
development, even if my M.A. is not in community development per se 
(06/18/02). 
 

Norma has proven to herself, as well as to her community that she is capable of moving 

her people towards a future of education and development. She assisted her community in 

the construction of a Catholic church between 1997 until 1999 as part of a practicum for 

her university studies in community development. This hands-on learning experience 

helped her train for the hard work involved in construction that she would later use to 

build her own home. She started the construction of her home in her parent’s community 

in 2000. By 2002, she had the walls up but still needed to put in the floors, the electricity 

and the balcony and the patio. Her “dream house” seemed similar to homes sprouting up 
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in the countryside of El Cachimbazo where Mayan intellectuals, like Norma, could afford 

a middle-class dream home.     

 

The Pan-Maya Movement 

Galvanizing on global reactions to the five hundred year anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s 
1492 voyage, the year 1992, proved to be a significant one in organizing around Mayan identity. 
Flurries of hemispheric meetings of a Pan-Mayan movement, Rigoberta Menchu’s Nobel Peace 
Prize and the United Nations declaring “The Decade of Indigenous People” all fueled a fire of 
activity around Mayan identity and cosmology (Nelson, 1999).  

 
Norma’s social consciousness and educational mobility may fit the characterization of an 

immerging “elite” group of Mayan intellectuals committed to activism and community 

development described by Western scholars. Kay Warren (1998), for example, described 

Maya K’iche’ intellectuals and activists, like Norma, as part of the Pan Maya Movement. 

Diane Nelson (1999), in the same vein discussed Quincentenial Guatemala as a Western-

European-style renaissance of the Mayan people during postmodern times. During the 

Quincentenial year of 1992, new national Mayan organizations sprouted up all over the 

country with funds from international development organizations to focus specifically on 

Indigenous land struggles. Mayan activists, such as Enrique Sam Colop (a Mayan 

intellectual who published a social critique of Columbus and exposed the ever-present 

roots of racism that still exists in Guatemala) became increasingly engaged in the struggle 

for cultural and ethnic rights of his people (Warren, 1998). With international 

development funds contributing to research, education and political projects, Western 

scholars concluded that this Pan-Maya/Quincentenial Guatemala constituted an 

emerging ethnic and political identity for the marginalized majority (Warren, 1998).  

Some Mayan scholars, however, have criticized the ethics and politics involved in 

the labels that have been put on their people by North American scholars. Enrique Sam 
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Colop, for example, noted how little research was repatriated to Mayan communities and 

how often these labels were used outside of Guatemala to describe these movements. The 

people, however, who supposedly represented this category4 were hardly consulted, nor 

were these terms used within the country (Warren, 1998).  An example of this missing 

discourse in the country would be the term “the Pan Mayan Movement.” I only became 

familiar with the term while browsing the literature available at the Benson Library’s 

Latin American collection, but I had never heard the term used in Guatemala by the Maya 

K’iche’ intellectuals that I knew. I decided to email one of the Maya K’iche’ participants 

of my study, Ana, who was working on her master’s degree in economics and asked her 

if she had heard of the movement. She said she hadn’t, but that she would like to read 

more about it. Unfortunately, I had a hard time finding any literature on the subject in 

Spanish to send to her.  

Another Mayan scholar, Irmalicia V. Nimatuj (1999) criticized this Pan-

Maya/Quincentenial Guatemala label “given” to her people as a means of romanticizing 

Mayan cultural activism. By portraying her people as caught up in a Western-European-

Style renaissance, Nimatuj argued that Nelson neglected the fact that 90 percent of the 

Mayan population in Guatemala lived in dire poverty and were excluded from dominant 

social and political life.  

Whether or not I believed that this immerging Mayan intellectual class was a 

large group (as some North American researchers described), or an elite part of the 

population of Mayan people in Guatemala (as some Mayan scholars corrected), Norma’s 

combination of education and commitment to community development has paved the 

                                                 
4 This term The Pan Mayan Movement was not a label that was well know within the group of the 
participants of my study. Not one of my participants in Guatemala had heard of this movement.   
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way for other women to follow in a new professional class of Mayan K’iche’ that hardly 

existed before the early 1970s (Warren, 1998). The United Nations’ Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights of Indigenous People (1989) and the Nobel Peace Prize of 

Rigoberta Menchu (1992) assisted in protecting and the preventing future discrimination 

of Mayan people on a worldwide level. The signing of the Accord on the Rights of 

Identity of Indigenous People (1995), set out clearly the government’s obligations to 

respect cultural and linguistic diversity within the educational system (Cojti, 2002). 

These advances in human rights advocacy are constantly being challenged, however, by 

the Guatemalan Congress’s resistance to changing its old ways. For example, the 

Guatemalan Congress, which does not represent Mayan interests (less than 10 percent of 

the representatives are Mayan), ignored the established rights of the Indigenous by 

approving other legislation that was in direct violation of the 1995 accord. In sum, there 

are too few leaders in Congress who support the rights of the Indigenous in Guatemala. 

Without a more equal representation of Ladino and Mayan representatives, the 

discriminatory practices of postcolonialism may never be uprooted and eliminated 

(Tuyuc, 2002).  

The signing of the Peace Accord (1996), however, put the Guatemalan 

government in an uncomfortable spotlight, as human rights advocates publicized the 

genocidal practices of the military during the ’70s and ’80s in Guatemala. This horrific 

worldwide realization of the travesty of over 200,000 deaths (the majority of these 

casualties suffered by the Mayans) was impetus enough to bring in the United Nations 

Mission (MINUGUA) and a plethora of international aid monies into Guatemala to put 

cultural revitalization on the forefront of the country’s political and educational agenda.  
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Because of this influx of international funding for development in Guatemala, 

educated Maya K’iche’s people, like Norma, have been selected for key roles in these 

cultural revitalization projects. Since 1987 Norma has worked tirelessly in community 

development projects dealing with bilingual, literacy, health and environmental education 

as well as women’s empowerment and leadership programs. The following quotation 

sums up her commitment to revitalizing her culture and her own spirit. 

I work until seven or eight at night. I am no stranger to hard work. Sometimes I 
have to take an Alka Seltzer in the afternoon. I think I am working too much. I 
feel so tired all the time, studying and working like I do. I have been working and 
studying and going into the communities now for thirteen years. My philosophy 
has been to study the causes of the oppressive system within which we live [in 
order to move my community forward] (last interview: 11/10/02). 

 
In the next section of the art chronotope, I will go into further detail of how this revived 

Mayan consciousness affected the narratives told by Norma regarding her identities, her 

experiences and her epistemologies. Norma’s art chronotope is really a kaleidoscope of 

many influences, including Protestantism and Catholicism. For the sake of not repeating 

myself in the coming chapters that talk about certain Western religions’ influence in the 

epistemologies of North and Central Americans in greater detail, I have decided to focus 

on Norma’s most recent and budding belief in Mayan Cosmology.  

 
 

The Art Chronotope of Norma 
 
Introduction 

The first week of my fieldwork experience, I came in contact with a Mayan priest 

who asked me to define my cosmology, my vision of the state of affairs in the world, my 

sense of the creation of the universe and my beliefs surrounding the afterlife. I was left 

speechless, unable to articulate my own cosmology, perhaps because this profound 
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question was not part of the discourse I was accustomed to having with new 

acquaintances. Or perhaps it was because in the Western world of my childhood, 

religious beliefs played such a minor role in my formation and understanding of the 

world around me. Finding an art chronotope of Norma’s life, therefore, challenged me as 

I realized that the literary and oral discourse common to the Maya K’iche’ regarding their 

cosmology was an entirely new metaphysical realm for me. As I pursued the quest of 

answering this difficult question, I was lead into an ancient knowledge that I found 

particularly relevant to the current state of the world affairs and environmental crises. My 

curiosity pulled me into a world of ancient ceremonies, honoring the spirits who had left 

the material world, and into the Mayan Calendar, which provided wisdom regarding 

personalities types, individual destinies and ideal mates. I also found that Mayan 

Cosmology was a helpful orientation for making sense out of Norma’s narratives 

regarding her identities, experiences and epistemologies.  In creating an art chronotope, 

of Norma’s perceptual world, I will discuss some rudimentary principles of Mayan 

Cosmology and how they resonated with the narratives I received from Norma regarding 

her identities, experiences and epistemologies.  

My first attempt at forming an art chronotope of Norma’s life proved disastrous. 

The experience, however, taught me an important lesson about the essence of Bakhin’s 

theory.  Bakhtin proposed that literature reflected reality and visa versa, so I assumed the 

same was true with narratives articulating identity. Bakhtin explained some of the 

classical genre categories dating back to ancient Greece. I found his analysis of literature 

a helpful springboard to interpret the narration of identities I found in Norma’s data set. I 

came up with the “tragic heroine” as the genre in her text and that her story was similar to 
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the genre portrayed in the ancient Greek tragedies. I then realized that Greek tragedies 

were common reading material of my schooling experience in the United States, but not 

necessarily of Norma’s. She had struggled attending school as its was far away from 

home, physically as well as psychologically. The coursework was dominated by Ladino 

literature that did not reflect any of her home culture, language or her Maya K’iche’ 

community. I was surprised, for example, when Norma referred to Sor Juana Inés de la 

Cruz as an important revolutionary figure. I was not familiar with Sor Juana Inés de la 

Cruz until my second year in my doctoral program because this revolutionary genre was 

not encouraged in my formative years as it must have been in countries of great civil 

strife. Yet, Bakhtin’s (1986) concept of Bildungsroman—an attempt at a historical 

classification of the subcategories of the novel genre according to how the image of the 

main hero is constructed—reminded me that her heroine genre might very well mimic the 

stories told by her family, her friends and in “Leftist” books that were circulating 

clandestinely through her community during the 1970s. Therefore, in this data set of the 

analysis, I am augmenting Bakhtin’s theories to include literature that is outside of the 

Western canons. With my axis altered and Norma placed in the center of this 

kaleidoscopic lens, instead of myself, I hope to be able to portray her art chronotope 

from her points of narrative perspective, not mine.  

In the other two data sets, I found religious texts to be the core narratives of 

Ladina Guatemalans’ and Gringa interns’ epistemologies. With Norma’s epistemology, 

her views on religion seemed much more in flux than the other two participants. For 

example, when I asked Norma,  

  Are you Catholic? Do you have a strong tie to any religious group?  
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She responded in an ambiguous way that gave me the impression that her beliefs on 

religion and on life were in constant flux, 

Sometimes yes and sometimes no, it’s a weakness I have (First Interview 6/18/03). 
 
  In sum, like “nailing Jell-O to the wall,” it was hard to pinpoint Norma’s narrative 

into one genre of literature or a particular religious sect.  Norma seemed to talk highly of 

the Catholic relief aid that helped her and her community with educational scholarships, 

literacy classes and donations of clothes and school supplies. She also talked about 

helping a church in a construction project that later led her into the construction of her 

own home. Although she did not seem to be following Catholic beliefs when I knew her, 

she seemed grateful for their assistance in her educational development.  

  Interestingly enough, the Mayan calendar fascinated both Norma and I and we 

sought the wisdom of my boss, a Mayan priest, for answers to our single status as women 

in our late-thirties. She seemed to have recently acquired the Mayan Cosmology system 

and was using it on a regular basis to make sense of herself and the world around her. She 

illustrated this understanding of Mayan Cosmology when I told her that my Mayan sign 

was that of K’at’ (meaning “spider” in K’iche’). She knew immediately what that Mayan 

sign entailed for my personality and my relationships with others. She said to me 

teasingly: 

Aahaa! That’s the sign that can trap others into their webs! (final interview 
11/06/03). 
 
A means of showing affection in the Maya K’iche’ culture was teasing someone 

about something of which they were sensitive. At the end of my time in El Cachimbazo, 

Norma and I acted like close friends, often giggling and teasing each other. One of her 

favorite jokes on me was to insinuate a relationship between my boss, a Mayan priest, 
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and I. At local dances she would push us out on the dance floor together, or she would 

invite the two of us (as a couple) to small pizza parties she would have with her staff or 

she would make little comments like the above statement and giggle as she said it. I did 

not mind her teasing me. It made me feel we were close friends and also gave me an 

indication of what gossip was being said about me by the female IPE staff. During the 

end of my time in El Cachimbazo I spent a lot of time talking to my boss, the Mayan 

priest, as he was kind enough to offer his condolences, his blessings and his wisdom after 

my grandmother passed away while I was living in El Cachimbazo. The IPE office staff 

often found my eyes glued to him as we sat on a curb outside the office and talked of 

Mayan Cosmology. I was full of questions regarding what had happened to my 

grandmother and where her spirit went after she died. Although, my special attention to 

his company was purely plutonic, I do not think the Maya K’iche’ staff members had 

ever seen a Gringa paying so much mind to a Maya K’iche’ man, and perhaps for that 

reason, they concluded in their gossip circles that there must have been more than a 

friendship going on. 

 

The Natural Order of Things 

Much of the knowledge I have now on Mayan Cosmology stems from these 

conversations I had with my boss, a Mayan priest, crouched on a curb smoking cigarettes 

or trudging through the wilderness with him on journeys to remote villages. In fact, there 

is very little authentic written material on the subject that is not authored by foreigners. 

My boss had the ambition to record what his elders were telling him, but he often lacked 
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the time to sit down and write. Instead he had time to discuss these topics on Mayan 

Cosmology with me while we were at work.  

His explanations of his epistemology stemmed from Mayan Cosmology and the 

natural order of energy cycles. Everything human beings needed to know about 

themselves, the world around them and the afterworld was mapped out in symbolic 

structures within the natural world and the ancient Mayan text called Kam Wuj. An 

example of the symbolic structures within nature that explain the higher powers of the 

universe came from the precipitation/evaporation of the water cycle present in our 

everyday. This energy in the cycle turned evaporation into heavy drops of rain that fall to 

the earth, forming rivers that carved out figures of the serpent, representing Hucumat’z, 

the plumed serpent god. Another example touched on an explanation of the afterlife 

through the natural symbols available in the precipitation/evaporation cycle. The spirit 

became part of the material world when the Father of the Sky and the Mother of the Earth 

came together (just as they do in the precipitation/evaporation cycle or male and female 

human being) and produced droplets of water that fall to the earth and created life (like 

embryos that eventually “dropped” to the earth as newborns). Just as the force of 

evaporation brought the water back up to the sky by the sun’s ray, so did the spirit return 

to the heavens after its lifetime in a human body: the material body stayed behind and the 

spirit rose to the heavens to start the precipitation/evaporation cycle once again. In Mayan 

Cosmology, there was no afterlife of heaven or hell; instead there was a mere 

transformation of energy, a recycling of material from one state of being to another.  

In the Mayan worldview, everything we needed to know about the world was 

conceived as far back as 20,000 years ago by an enlightened group of Mayans whose 



 138

technological advancements are still an enigma to most Western scientists. Although the 

date of the first written form of Popol Vuh is not known, (nor its whereabouts) it is one of 

the oldest known texts to exist today in the Americas. Since the breaking of the codes of 

Mayan hieroglyphics5, scholars worldwide have taken an interest in understanding the 

highly sophisticated Mayan world that mysteriously disappeared from its kingdom in 

Tikal, Copan and other parts of Mesoamerica. According to these ancient Mayan 

prophecies, in the year 2013 (only ten years away!), the Mayan civilization and its 

wisdom will return to this world and bring about a renaissance of the Mayan culture 

worldwide. Although these prophesies seem as far-fetched as the second-coming 

prophesies of many Christian sects, Western scientists are paying closer and closer 

attention to Mayan Cosmology as the Western world runs out of answers to explain the 

origins of the universe on purely scientific merit.  Popol Vuh, like the Bible, was a book 

of prophetic stories regarding the origin of the universe, creation myths, the purpose of 

individuals and communities and the destinies of human life in a larger cosmic system.  

  

We Are All Connected to the Universe Through Energy  

Although we are just tiny particles in the immensity of the cosmos, we are part of the universe.  
We are children of the “Great Father” and our destiny moves in harmony with this larger plan of 
creation. Every human being has a role to play, a destiny to complete and in this way every 
fragment is a piece of a larger transcendental being (Squirru & Barrios, 2000).  

 
The Mayan kaleidoscopic lens perceived more than what our five senses can provide in a 

flat two-dimensional photo. According to Mayan Cosmology, there are other magnetic 

                                                 
5 A major player in breaking the Maya Code was Linda Shele, a Ph.D. graduate and professor of the 
University of Texas at Austin’s Mayan Studies program. Her groundbreaking contributions to Maya studies 
in the last three decades of the twentieth century were pivotal discoveries for the understanding of the 
ancient Mayan dynasty, history and cosmology. Although she died in 1998 of cancer, her legacy lives on at 
the University of Texas at Austin with its international center for Maya studies and Mesoamerican art 
(Henderson, Grieder, & Clark, 2002). 



 139

fields that are equally important to our perception, allowing them a three-dimensional 

perspective of the material, spiritual and social worlds. Some Mayan priests would say 

that most human beings have lost their ability to sense their connection to the universe 

because of their preoccupation with the material world and not the spiritual nor the social 

realm. As a consequence for this disconnection, destruction of the earth and its living 

beings has become so commonplace. In Norma’s narrations she speaks of these 

destructive forces causing a critical disconnection between the different generations of 

Maya K’iche’ existing today. When I asked her how she saw the situation in her country, 

she responded in part by speaking of this disconnection within a natural “social” order: 

My main concern at the moment is alcoholism, it’s a prevalent epidemic without 
any cure in sight. . . . When there is an alcoholic in the family, everyone in the 
family suffers. This is a tragedy for our [worldwide] societies, our communities 
and our families . . . alcoholism is ripping our families apart. How can we honor 
our elders, the pillars of our communities and our knowledge, if family members 
stagger home inebriated? As a consequence we are losing many values that were 
important to our ancestors. We [the Maya K’iche] used to be known for our 
respect for elders, for corn and for the environment . . . every family educated 
their children to be reverent, but how can respect be taught at home if a member 
of the family is passed out from drinking too much? Young people today feel 
disconnected and disoriented in this world because they have lost this essential 
communication between generations of their families and a greater spiritual realm 
(First interview-II-6-18-02). 
 

Norma viewed the growing epidemic of alcoholism and its consequent alienation as 

directly related to the mandatory Civil Patrol duty of the 1980s and early 1990s. Children 

were taken from their families and were brainwashed to be ashamed of their Indigenous 

heritage and culture. Whether or not the military’s strategy was one of Mayan cultural 

extinction, these young Civil Patrols returned to their homes with posttraumatic stress 

syndrome and a sense of alienation from their families and their old friends. Often times, 

Norma told me that the returned Civil Patrol soldiers formed delinquent gangs provoking 
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more bloodshed and bad blood between their communities and their families. Norma 

painted a picture of young people from her community feeling disillusioned with a post-

civil-war job market, taking the weapons they received in the military and using them on 

their own people as a means of satiating their material needs by committing crimes like 

car-jacking, kidnapping and even lynching. Her vision, like the Mayan cosmic 

kaleidoscope, reached far beyond just her immediate surroundings into a three-

dimensional view that incorporated the entire planet and beyond. She expressed her 

concern regarding this disequilibrium in the following excerpt from her first interview: 

I can confirm that there is great inequality, not only in this country, but also on a 
worldwide level. I think it comes from the egocentrism of our leaders who run the 
world according to their wishes. Each country has enough resources to provide its 
entire population with adequate health care, housing, and the basic necessities in 
order to assure the development of all of its citizens. Yet, these countries in power 
take advantage of these inequalities. And if we analyze these causes well, we see 
that this inequality affects our way of thinking, the way we look at the world and 
it marks us as those of the “haves” or those of the “have-nots”(First Interview-6-
18-02). 

     
As bleakly realistic as Norma’s vision is of world affairs, she has not lost hope. In 

fact, she sees her own destiny wound up in the answers that will assist this world out of 

its demise. She has found her place, her role to play and her identities through 

understanding the written principles, oral traditions and ceremonies that are still practiced 

within her family and her community. She identifies herself accordingly: 

I identify myself as an Indigenous woman who has struggled over many 
obstacles, but who also has contributed to the betterment of our communities 
through my social work with women. My identity as an Indigenous woman also 
places me within a very important culture that is becoming increasingly relevant 
for solving today’s personal, family, social and environmental problems (First 
Interview 6/18/03).  
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Tolerance for Trial and Error  
 

In the Mayan Cosmology, there was room for making mistakes and trying to 

better oneself and the world through a system of trial and error. Those individuals who 

acted on the impulses of alcoholism, alienation and destruction were neither considered 

sinful nor less likely to go to heaven. Mayan Cosmology was much more forgiving than 

Christianity where Christ-like behavior was the key into the kingdom of heaven. 

Committing errors was such an essential part of the natural order, that even Mayan gods 

made mistakes. According to Popol Vuh, the Mayan creation gods (four couples) learned 

by trial and error how to create appropriate human beings for the natural order: first they 

created man (and woman) out of mud, then straw, then wood and finally out of corn 

(which met their approval). This creation myth can be seen as an allegory for a scientific 

method of how to perfect something or someone: through trial and error, talking in 

groups and receiving suggestions. Mistakes are thus permitted as a means of perfecting 

our behavior and our existence on this earth. Norma described this forgiving philosophy 

in the following quotation: 

Life is a school that teaches us many things. Maybe we are going to make a lot of 
mistakes, but the future gives us the chance to overcome these errors and not 
return to committing the same acts twice that affect our lives as well as others 
(First interview-6-18-02). 

 
Norma’s hopefulness to change the course of destruction was not performed in vain. In 

fact, the possibility of this change kept her pushing forward and forgiving others along 

the way.  Just as mother earth is constantly working to turn the world around each day, so 

must the Mayan people continue to work without pause. When Norma felt tired, she tried 

to remember that mother earth was never resting, that her energy, like that of the rest of 
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the universe, is in constant motion. Norma described the state of globalization and its 

transnational energy flow in the following quotation: 

In these times we are living in, it seems we [multicultural/transnational people] 
are consuming all the same cultural influences. There are no longer “pure 
cultures” of one ethnic identity. Since we are social beings by nature and we 
adopt others attitudes even when these opinions affect the identity of each family 
and each community. One of the reasons for this is the technologically advanced 
communication we have now. The media has a way of influencing and creating in 
Guatemala a culture of consumerism that has been imported from the United 
States. And with that need, people are starting to see material things as necessary 
in order to move their families ahead in society. The media contaminates the purer 
elements of cultures as people watch TV, go to the movies, listen to the radio,  
read newspapers and magazines. Then we develop an appetite and a dependency 
on these conveniences. It is as if you have to attend to various worlds all at once. 
This way of life requires good organizational skills, resources and the equipment 
that the IPE office provides (last interview-11/10/02). 
 

 
The Struggles of a Kawoq Woman 
 

According to Mayan Cosmology, we are bombarded with energy, culminating in 

an “essence of the sky,” which scientifically speaking meant molecules in constant flux. 

The “Great Father” of the universe is considered the totality of all this energy swirling 

together in a natural rhythm and order. It is our choice, according to Mayan Cosmology, 

to choose to disconnect from the natural, spiritual world and live in darkness or connect 

to it and emit light. Norma believed that an individual had a choice to follow the path of 

goodness by honoring the earth, all living beings and our ancestors or to disconnect from 

the world by disrespecting the natural order of things. Norma structured the telling of her 

life story around a certain rhythm of goodness in energy that helped her progress and then 

an opposing energy of darkness that kicked her off course. In my last interview with 

Norma, she gave me a sense of the natural rhythm of her life in this telling of her life 

story as a synopsis. Although this citation is longer that most of the others, I thought it fit 
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to leave this art chronotope just as I had heard it, so that the reader can get a sense of the 

Mayan Cosmology that runs like an undercurrent through her life narrative: 

I would like to tell you a story about the history of my life. There once was a girl 
who lived in a small rural community of people in Guatemala. She was the second 
in her family of seven siblings, three brothers and three sisters. She began to study 
in elementary school with the financial help of her uncle. She was a happy child 
who enjoyed playing with other children at school. She attended school in her 
community until she reached fourth grade. Fifth and sixth grade were only offered 
in another municipality. As she grew up, she became more and more aware of 
how she would have to conform to the pressures that came to young women in her 
community despite her interest in pursuing her studies further. Ironically, the 
fiercest opposition to the pursuit of an education came from her father. Yet, 
despite this seemingly insurmountable barrier, she convinced her father to allow 
her to study in high school. After six years of studying in high school, she decided 
to leave school and work so that she could pay for her sisters’ education. She 
worked with international organizations and church groups as a means of getting 
to know others socially and understanding life from other perspectives. Besides 
working, she also participated in a variety of extracurricular activities like playing 
basketball with other women. She graduated with a vocational training degree 
from high school and decided to continue her studies at a Central American 
University where she is still studying today. Currently, she is waiting to take her 
final exams to finish up her licenciatura. Despite the many ups and downs of life, 
she has succeeded in making it. Now she is working in a multilateral organization 
of intercultural bilingual education. She is directing a part of the project and 
works with over fifty communities with the help of many of her colleagues that 
are also empowering communities of women so that they can find purpose in their 
lives as I have. Thank you very much.  

 
Against almost all odds, Norma has managed to not only get a good education, 

but also support her younger sisters in pursuing their educational goals as well. The fact 

that she was willing to leave her studies and work for a year to raise money so her sisters 

could continue school was a great testimony of her moving forward towards the light and 

blazing a path for a community of women to go with her. 

 

The Two Faces of Identities  
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As compactly and simply as Norma summarized her life, she confessed that she 

has not always been connected to the rhythm of the universe and has suffered the 

consequences. She explained that one of the hardest frustrations for her to overcome was 

the fact that she chose to study community organizing instead of her “calling” in 

teaching. She explained that for ten years she felt stuck, anxious, insecure and as if life 

had no meaning. Then she came across the Mayan Calendar, or Kam Wuj, and found it to 

be extremely helpful in getting her back into the flow of the natural order of things. The 

principal challenge, according to Mayan Cosmology, is to repair the material, social and 

spiritual damage that has been done by those who have been disrespectful to the world 

system.  A Mayan priest, described this “reincarnation” of the Mayan spirit in the post-

national world of today in the following quotation:  

[The Mayan calendar] is all about finding our own sense of self-worth and a 
means to appreciating others for the mere fact that they are human too, born with 
special talents and abilities that are necessary to elevate life to a higher plain of 
existence. Everyday a child is born, the universe smiles at the potential this 
human being may have in making the earth a more balanced and healthy place to 
live (Squirru & Barrios, 2000). 

  
Through her studies of Kam Wuj, Norma discovered that her Mayan sign Kawoq 

would bring her prosperity and power, but as a woman she would also have difficulties 

with men. I found this an interesting point because I had noticed that Norma did have 

some authoritarian ways about her that rubbed a lot of men in the office the wrong way. 

Her Mayan sign indicated that she was a born leader, but her abrupt way of ordering the 

men around the office did not go over well in the male-dominated world of El 

Cachimbazo. In an interpretation of Kam Wuj by Squirru & Barrios (2000), I found a 

similar description of her personality uner her sign: “A person with a strong character 

who is used to being in change and is often the target of jealousy by other family 
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members” (p.200).  Norma was strong-willed and had a determination that could move 

mountains, but because of her strong personality she said she would always have  

difficulties the opposite sex. Norma painted a picture of her childhood where girls were 

forced into positions of servitude at home serving their fathers, then their husbands and 

then their sons. Norma, with the “comprehensive and expansive intelligence of a Kawoq” 

(Squirru & Barrios, 2000), saw through this male-dominated discourse and challenged 

her father’s logic. Why couldn’t she study if the overall goal was to get a high-paying job 

and support her family? She was even more convinced of her need to be educated and 

support her family as she witnessed so many of her brothers become alcoholics and lose 

control of their families’ finances. The following excerpt illustrates her strong will 

against the opposite sex’s machismo reasoning to keeping her away from her studies and 

away from men: 

My Mayan sign is that of someone who suffers greatly, who shoulders too many 
problems and who finds it difficult to find a mate. When my father realized I was 
good at knitting sweaters he told me, ‘you don’t need to study, you should support 
the family by knitting sweaters’ after I had just finished fourth grade. He told me 
that I was no longer going to school because my knitting talent would bring the 
family prosperity if I stayed home and knitted. I was able to attend fifth grade, but 
only three days of the week. The other days I had to knit sweaters. . . . I have had 
three boyfriends in my life and one of them was just like my father. He did not 
want me to study either. The second boyfriend left me for another woman and the 
last boyfriend was much older than me and wanted me to sell the house I have 
been constructing in order to marry him. . . . I have a strong character, I know 
that, just as everyone has good and bad qualities, I recognize my stubbornness to 
be one of my bad qualities. Yet, ironically, I have seen how my strong character 
has helped me get back on my feet again after being knocked down and continue 
to work and to study. My strength of character has helped me to feel important in 
other’s lives because I know that I can help others get ahead (First interview: 
6/18/02). 

 
Norma told me that Kawoq was a leadership sign that indicated revolutionary tendencies. 

She was born under the auspices of the very same sign as, as Ernesto “Che” Guevara, Sor 
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Juana Ines de la Cruz and Emiliano Zapata. This discovery brought her further 

empowerment as she found a purpose in her authoritarian nature as one that moved her 

people forward. Her Kawoq sign attributed this to her aptitude for “social work, 

community service, politics and advisory roles where she will receive fame and prestige 

for her community service work” (Squirru & Barrios, 2000). She described the positive 

role she played in her community in the following quotation: 

It has given me great satisfaction to know that my life motivates other women to 
follow in my path and not stay where they are; not being appreciated for the 
contribution they could be making. Self-esteem develops by both the listener and 
the narrator of the life stories as these stories are shared (Second interview 6-18-
02). 

 

Thanks to Mayan Cosmology and its calendar, Norma has pulled meaning out of the 

overwhelming difficulties she has had to endure. Her identification with her Mayan sign 

gave her the strength of character she needed to become a powerful leader in her 

community as she strived to finish her master’s in education and work with multilateral 

organizations who were willing to bring resources and educational opportunities to her 

people. Norma felt deeply rooted in a community and a culture that provided her with a 

purpose, an identity and a means of making sense out of her life story. As much as she 

has fought to receive her own education, she was born with the gift of being able to see 

the larger picture and the importance of bringing more of the Maya K’iche’ community 

forward into higher education. Norma saw her purpose in life from a three dimensional 

kaleidoscopic lens of social, material and spiritual aims. Through trial and error, Norma 

saw how her people could rise up in this postmodern/post-national era and contribute to 

repairing the mistakes of our past. By creating a future where respect for nature as well as 

each other was part of a larger, aligned and compatible life force.  
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Conclusion 
 
The reader can see from the life and art chronopes of Norma’s narratives about her 

identity and epistemology that she has had to overcome almost insurmountable obstacles 

in her life. She managed to survive Guatemala’s civil war in one of the hardest hit 

departments during the red reign of Lucas Garcia and Rios Montt. Her strength and 

stubbornness—which she attributes to the alignment of energy in the Mayan Cosmology 

on the day she was born—created an unstoppable force that has brought her closer and 

closer to her dreams of improving the quality of life for herself and her community. She 

used the title “An Anonymous Heroine” on an autobiographical piece she did as part of 

her master’s thesis, and I believe this is a well-deserved title. Her Mayan sign of Kawoq 

gives her the qualities of a revolutionary who will lead her people out of the dark ages of 

death, discrimination and disconnection to the earth and their families and into the light 

of a Mayan Renaissance that will reach full fruition in 2013, according to Mayan 

calculations. Placing the kaleidoscopic lens of Mayan Cosmology over my eyes in order 

to see her identities, her experiences and her epistemologies as she created them, I am 

reminded of Escher’s black and white drawings. Like one of his mind-bending 

illustrations that confuses the inside from the outside, the dark from the light, the black 

from the white, Norma created symmetrical fragments of darkness and light that were so 

intricate that they blended into a larger picture with a bit of distance. Norma saw 

equilibrium inside herself of good and bad qualities that mirrored the energy forces of the 

universe. When she was perfectly aligned, she was unstoppable and her story provided an 

important testimony for other women to follow. Her anonymous heroine narrative 
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illustrated the important parable that if a woman follows her “calling,” the force of her 

focused and determined attention will get her where she wants to go in life and will help 

in bringing her community with her, no matter the obstacles she faces in a male-

dominated world. 
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DATA SET NUMBER 2:  
LOS HECHOS DE DIOS EN MI VIDA  (GOD’S WILL IN MY LIFE) 

 

The Prosaic Chronotope of Christina 

My first step in creating chronotopes of Christina, a Ladina Guatemalan participant, was 

to capture a picture perfect moment where she is being recognized for her contribution to 

the community of El Cachimbazo. Using a prosaic chronotope, as a means of bringing 

her character to life on paper, I will provide the reader with a seeing eye upon a situation 

where Christina confronts her fear of being in the spotlight while being honored for her 

public service. The following description comes from a “vignette” that I wrote on 

October 19t, 2002 after being invited to attend the annual El Cachimbazo beauty pageant 

with Christina:   

The set is quickly transformed for the final fashion parade, el traje de gala (the 
beauties in ball gowns). The lights are low, the music is romantic and each 
candidate waxes her elegance across the stage in front of the judges. A formally 
clad gentleman gives a rose and an arm to each of the candidate and leads them 
out onto the runway. Each of them exaggerates the use of their feminine hips, 
shoulders and chin as they pivot and swerve around their captivated audience. The 
candidates glitter with jewels and sequins. Their hair is perfect, their smiles are 
smooth and their hands graciously float around their voluptuous hips. As I watch 
their exaggerated femininity, Christina, a single mother of three children and three 
Gringa interns (including me) pulls on my sleeve and whispers in a frightened 
tone in Spanish,  

They are going to call me up on stage to thank me for the reception I 
sponsored for the candidates. Please Leez, can you be my representative, I 
don’t want to go up there and be displayed with those beauties. I’ve 
gained over forty pounds in the last year!  

 
I think about her request for a moment and surprise her by saying back in Spanish, 

   
No, Christina, you deserve to be recognized for being one of 
Cachimabazo’s most beautiful queens! (she actually was Señorita 
Cachimabazo some twenty years ago.)  
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I want her to feel a beauty as she receives her diploma of appreciation. Yet, I had 
forgotten that she gets terrible stage fright when she is put in the spotlight. I 
neglected to remember this from her first interview where she stated: 
 

In certain occasions, I get really shy. When I have to stand up in front of a 
lot of people and coordinate some activity, I get really nervous and stiff 
(First Interview, 6/20/02). 

  
When her name is called, she sheepishly beelines for the stage. She looks down at 
her feet and passes behind each of their glittering gowns, as a means of hiding 
from the public eye. The candidates’ feathers are ruffled as she passes behind 
their glorious figures. I cheer and whistle as if I was at a football game. I hear 
others behind me following suit. I see Christina for the first time from afar.  She is 
even more splendid at a distance, her smile lights up the large cold space of the 
dark Tonelón (the town auditorium). Her stage presence is breathtaking. I am so 
proud to be associated with her that I want to stand up and cheer as the announcer 
gives her a kiss and her diploma for outstanding community service. She has 
overcome so many obstacles in this small town. Despite the fate of marrying an 
alcoholic, womanizing man who left her behind with three children, she manages 
one of the most successful businesses in town. She bakes cakes and prepares 
meals at her own restaurant, she gives all that she earns to her children and their 
education and she provides shelter and love to straggling foreigners like myself 
missing motherly care. She heads back to our table, with her head down 
embarrassed by so much attention. She sits down blushing. I pull her towards me 
and whisper in her ear that she is lucky that she went up there and not me because 
I would have made a big speech about how beautiful she was and how much she 
deserved this award. She laughed and proclaimed:  

  
¡Ahh! ¡Esta Leez! (Ahh! This Lissa we have come to know and love!)  

 
We return home at one in the morning, exhausted after witnessing so much 
bedazzlement. Christina is still sparkling and tells me a story before I am off to 
bed in my cozy flannel sheets. She tells me that one of her greatest moments was 
attending her son’s graduation. Each graduate had to say a few words of gratitude 
to the audience in a microphone. Her son, proclaimed that he admired his mother 
more than anyone in the world. He talked of her diligence, of her hard work and 
how she made cakes for everyone in town in order to pay for his education: 
 

I had to hide my tears as he said this to all those parents present. He is a 
young man of few words for his emotions and for him to take such a public 
moment to tell everyone in the community of his admiration for his mother 
took me completely by surprise and I surely did not want to be seen 
crying.   
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Christina is an exemplary mother, businesswomen, ambassador and community 
leader. Her son and the town of El Cachimbazo are right to recognize her beauty 
inside and out.   

 
 

The Reason for Including of Christina’s Stories 
 

Now that the reader has a sense of Christina’s magnificence and her modesty, I 

would like to explain why I have chosen Christina, as a representative of the Ladina 

Guatemalan participants. Christina lived through the horrors of the Western Highland 

massacres and lost her only brother to a political assassination. Her story highlights the 

role religion has played in the formation of identities and epistemologies of many Ladina 

Guatemalans who survived the civil war. Christina’s faith in God and his divine plan 

illustrates a powerful narrative of faith amidst the most dispiriting of obstacles. Christina 

was raised Catholic but transferred her faith to Protestantism after her brother’s 

assassination. Since her brother was well known for his Catholic activism in protecting 

the rights of the Maya K’iche’, the military staged his assassination as a brutal message 

against the Catholic Church. During the scorched earth campaign of the early 1980s, 

many Catholics converted to Pentecostalism as a means of protecting themselves from 

persecution (Burnett-Garrard, 1998). Many Catholics, like Christina, cloaked their life 

stories with the common elements required in a testimonio of the Evangelical Church and 

omitted details that would give away their Catholic identities. Christina’s ability to move 

into a new religious identity due to the fear of prosecution gives the reader an interesting 

case study in identity formation and its flux due to political persecution. Christina’s life 

stories also illustrate how one makes meaning of such horrific happenings in one’s life 

through religion. 
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I was not the first interviewer to seek out Christina for information about her 

family for publication. Anthropologists, the Catholic Church’s Interdiocesan Project for 

the Recovery of Historical Memory (REHMI) and The Clarification Mission of the 

United Nations (CEH) all had approached her to document the assassination of her 

brother, Jesus. Respecting the wishes of Christina’s family, however, Jesus’s story was 

never part of any of these public records. The family ask these sources not to publish 

their brother’s story in fear of bringing further danger to their family. The press respected 

her wishes. Why Christina allowed me to document her life story and that of her brother 

is still a mystery to me. The time and the space we shared seemed to allow for an opening 

that may not have occurred during previous years or even today in Guatemala. A spark of 

friendship and openness between us generated candid discussions about religion and 

death that I would never entertain in English. But as we both sought meanings for the 

deaths of our loved ones through the process of telling our life stories, we also learned 

that we had very different epistemologies. In the following life chronotope, I will paint a 

picture of the sociopolitical history of Protestantism and Catholicism in Guatemala since 

the 1950s as a backdrop for the epistemological decisions made by Christina regarding 

her religious identities. 

 

Life Chronotope 

Sociopolitical Background 

The eternal spring6 of Guatemala has been short lived. The country’s first freely 

elected civilian president, Juan José Arévalo promised to create a new Guatemala based 

                                                 
6 “La tierra de la eterna  primavera/the land of eternal spring” is a common phrase used in tourist literature 
to lure United States citizens to Guatemala in the wintertime. 
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on the principles of what he called “spiritual socialism.”7 But by the last two years of his 

four-year term, his reforms had alienated the traditional bases of power in the country—

landowners, businessmen, key factors in the army and the United Fruit Company (a 

United States monopoly on bananas). By 1950, when Jacobo Arbenz was elected 

president, the oligarchy and its connections to the United States military were already 

plotting their revenge.  Arbenz’ chief policy aim was to reclaim the wealth of Guatemala 

for the working class by keeping the country in the hands of its people and empowering 

the Indigenous population (over 60 percent of the country’s population) with a better 

education system and unprecedented land reforms. By redistributing the United Fruit 

Company’s (UFCO) lands to Guatemalan farmers, Arbenz bravely confronted a United 

States monopoly that had been strangling the local economy for years. The “spring” of 

Arbenz’s government, however, was short lived (from 1950 until 1955). Disgruntled 

UFCO stock holders (including a United States Senator and the Director of the Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA): the Dulles brothers) joined forces with the Guatemalan 

military and intimidated Arbenz out of his job and into exile in Mexico where he 

committed suicide years later (Schlesinger & Kinzer, 1999).  The installment of a puppet-

dictatorship with the United States military and Protestant missionaries holding the 

strings, the Guatemalan people were lead down a treacherous path of violence that lasted 

the next thirty-six years. Consequently, U.S. foreign aid after the fall of Arbenz 

facilitated a militarized state that created not only a multilateral monopoly over the 

                                                 
7 Spiritual socialism is an eclectic ideology of reform that borrowed from many traditions, including 
Protestant missions, a bold nationalism, a concern for the working class and an interest to build up 
Guatemala’s economic resources without having the foreign capital dominating their markets (Garrard-
Burnett, 1998).   
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natural resources in the country, but also a national conversion to Protestantism8 from 

Catholicism9. Virginia Garrard-Burnett (1998) described this radical shift from 

Catholicism to Protestantism: 

The expansion of Protestantism across the social landscape corresponds 
chronologically with the militarization of the State, the increase in public violence 
and the “globalization” of Guatemalan national politics that occurred in the post-
revolutionary period and accelerated in the 1970s and early 1980s. Clearly these 
elements figure into Protestantism’s growing attraction during this period (p.xii). 
 
On the Catholic side, however, many foreign priests came to Guatemala with a 

preference to serve the poor in their “conscience-raising” agenda of liberation theology. 

As early as the 1940s, Catholic priests with leanings towards liberation theology 

practiced their praxis10 in communities around the Atlantic coast, near the lands once 

owned by the United Fruit Company. In the 1960s, American and Spanish members of 

the Maryknoll11 and Sacred Heart Orders12 began to organize Christian-based communities 

into local development projects (Garrard-Burnett, 1998). These Catholic Action efforts 

                                                 
8 Protestantism professed a more individualized relationship with the Holy Spirit that allowed for the saving 
of an individual’s soul through spiritual conversion. The Protestant church also proposed an apocalyptic 
message of salvation that emphasized that the sufferings in this life would be redeemed in the Second 
Coming of Christ where the faithful would be awarded with the gift of heaven and the wicked would be 
punished in hell (Garrard-Burnett, 1998).  
9 A new branch of Catholicism’s orthodox doctrine of sin and penance changed forever the social reality of 
many Western Highland communities. This progressive form of Catholicism came to Guatemala in the 
turmoil of the revolutionary period of 1944-1954. Their modus operandi was to train lay leaders 
(catechists) in the conventional Catholic orthodoxy as a means of decentralizing the power of the Catholic 
church into local communities. This caused a crisis of authority for the centralized church and split their 
believers into two camps: those who were traditionalists (for centralized power) and those who were 
catechists (decentralized local control) (Garrard-Burnett, 1998). 
10 Praxis is term envisioned by Paolo Freire who believed that the only way that people would learn to be 
hopeful is by working towards positive changes in their society. Praxis = conscientizacion + action (Freire, 
1993). 
11 The Maryknoll Order, a Catholic missionary order based in the United States, arrived in Guatemala in 
1943 with the following agenda: 1) instruction of catechists in the orthodox Catholic doctrines, 2) 
distribution of medicine to draw Indigenous populations away from Shamans, 3) denunciation of ritual 
drinking and excessive public ritual of the Indigenous practices, 4) missionary-directed education to help 
the Maya defend themselves against Ladino exploitation ((Garrard-Burnett, 1998). 
12 The clergy of the Belgian Sacred Heart brothers, the Salesians and the Marian Brothers also gained 
permission to work in the country. In doing so, the foreign clergy greatly augmented the number of priests 
with reformist and progressive agendas(Garrard-Burnett, 1998). 
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were often headquartered in El Cachimbazo’s capital and offered public services such as 

literacy and healthcare throughout the Western Highlands. The Guatemalan government 

accused these American and Spanish Catholic orders of collaborating with the guerillas 

since they were working primarily with the Indigenous people in the Western Highlands 

and some of these priests came to Guatemala after fleeing the Maoist communist 

revolution in China.   

I imagine that during this time of Catholic assistance, Christina’s parents (who 

were illiterate and underprivileged) took advantage of these new Catholic services in their 

community. Christina was born in 1962 in a town neighboring El Cachimbazo. Her father 

was a clever businessman who (without much of a formal education) taught himself how 

to make mattresses. His mattress-making skills turned into a successful business that 

made him famous all over the jurisdiction of El Cachimbazo. He was able to make 

enough money to provide for his family within the lower-middle-class bracket in the 

capital of El Cachimbazo. Christina’s parents’ determination to provide good educations 

for their three children was probably enhanced by the literacy and health care services 

provided by the Catholic Church, as well as the small business loans it offered their 

congregation. The trainers of these Catholic Action programs were often community 

leaders who were versed in liberation theology. As empowering as these catechists were 

in their communities, however, they were perceived as subversives to an increasingly 

militarized state.  

While conscious-raising projects may have encouraged poor communities toward 

religious conversion in the 1960s, it was human tragedy that did so in the 1970s. In the 

early morning hours of February 4, 1976, a massive earthquake ravaged Guatemala, 



 156

killing close to 20,000 people. Over three times that number were injured and more than 

one million Guatemalans were left homeless (Garrard-Burnett, 1993). Like a shockwave 

after the first tremor, aid came pouring into Guatemala through Catholic and Protestant 

missions to build basic community structures to heal the physical as well as 

psychological scars left on its victims. Although Christina was not directly affected by 

this tragedy (her family had moved to El Cachimbazo when she was seven and most of 

the damage occurred around Guatemala City and Chimaltenango), she was fourteen when 

it happened and must have been concientizado (made aware) of people who were affected 

by the earthquake of 1976. She may have read 1967 Nobel Prize recipient Miguel Angel 

Asturias’s novel El Señor Presidente in the seventh grade. His description of the 1920s in 

Guatemala would have left anyone who read his surrealistic novel questioning how to 

make sense of so much human and natural tragedy during the time after the earthquake of 

1976:  

There is no hope of liberty, my friends; we are condemned to accept what fits 
God’s fancy. Those citizens who long for the good will of the country are far 
away, they beg for mercy at the doorsteps of foreign countries, and the others rot 
underground in mass graves. The streets will engulf themselves in terror one day. 
The trees no longer give fruit and grow like dwarfs. The plaque follows the Peste 
and no sooner will come an earthquake that will end it all. I tell you straight in the 
eyes that we are a damned nation. The voices in heaven scream when it thunders: 
Vile creatures, filthy inhabitants of corruption. Bloody entrails still stain the walls 
of our prison cells of hundreds of men who have lost their lives to the bludgeoned 
death of rifles. The marble floors of the presidential palace are wet with innocent 
blood. Where can we cast our eyes in search of freedom? 

 
Although Asturias wrote El Señor Presidente in the 1920s under the Estrada Cabrera 

dictatorship in Guatemala, his chilling portrait of an archetypal Third World dictator 

seemed somewhat prophetic for the times to come in Christina’s adult years.  
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In August of 1978, General Fernando Romeo Lucas Garcia pushed his way into 

the presidency and inaugurated one of the darkest periods in Guatemala’s recent history 

(Garrard-Burnett, 1998). From 1978 until 1982 students, teachers, professionals, trade 

unionists, journalists and opposition politicians were assassinated at a rate of at least five 

per day (Handy, 1984). During this fearful time, Christina decided to get married at 

nineteen. She married a rich man from a well-to-do family in El Cachimbazo in 1981, 

and had her first daughter during the same year. The violence of the times caused 

Guatemalans to create closer bonds among family members in order to keep safe from the 

violent throws of assassinations, massacres and poverty.  Her husband, a man big around 

town, appeared to have all the qualities her parents had wished her to find in a husband: 

he came from a wealthy family and promised to be responsible and protect Christina and 

her whole family from physical and economic devastation. 

 In 1982, the armed resistance joined forces in a confederacy know as the Unidad 

Revoluncionaria Nacional Guatemalteca/The United National Revolutionary 

Guatemalan Front (URNG). Their mission was to combat the savagery conducted by 

their ruthless dictator and his military on the Guatemalan people (particularly those of 

Indigenous descent in the Western Highlands). The URNG guerrillas began to occupy the 

mountainous territories stretching from Mexico down south into the towns of El 

Cachimbazo. This guerrilla occupation of national territory provoked the already brutal 

regime of Lucas Garcia to clamp down even harder on the department of El Cachimbazo. 

“Church people, both Catholic and Protestant found themselves in the heat of this 

crucible” (Garrard-Burnett, 1998) and a long list of Catholic clergy and lay activists were 

killed or vanished between 1978 and 1983.  
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Since Christina’s brother, Jesus, was slightly older than her, I predict that he may 

have been a “Catholic Action Catechist” during his late twenties and early thirties (born 

in the late 1950s). In her interviews, she told me that her brother had worked for the 

Catholic Action programs for the Indigenous and was well known all over the jurisdiction 

of El Cachimbazo as buena gente (a good person) who helped the Maya K’iche’ people. 

Christina explained that the military had targeted Jesus for political assassination because 

he was an icon of charitable works within the Catholic Church. Although Jesus did not 

join his friends from El Cachimbazo who went to Guatemala City in January of 1980 for 

a nonviolent take-over of the Spanish embassy to protest the army’s abuses in their 

communities, he witnessed the ambush on TV with Christina. The police were ordered by 

General Lucas Garcia to storm the embassy and then refused to allow firefighters into the 

building as it was set ablaze, leaving twenty-nine people inside to burn to death, many of 

them Catholic activists from the Western Highlands (Berryman, 1984). Jesus, however, 

did not escape his “date with destiny”; his death would take place a few years later. 

Christina would only tell me the story of her brother’s death after the digital 

recorder was turned off during our first interview. I attempted to record all the details in 

my journal the next morning. The act of listening to a sister tell the tragic story of her 

only brother, with an attention to the minuteness of detail, truly wiped me out. I could not 

bring myself to record her painful story until I had had a good night’s sleep. The next 

morning, in the early hours while everyone was still asleep, I recorded all that I 

remembered from her terrifying tale. She told me that one typical Sunday after Catholic 

mass, Jesus had come over to her house with his wife and his two children as they usually 

did for an early Sunday supper. After the laughter that accompanied dessert and coffee, 
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Jesus kissed his sister on the cheek, put his son, Jesus, Jr. on his shoulders and walked 

down the street holding hands with his wife on one side and his daughter on the other. 

Christina said she could still see the silhouette of the family leaving her house in her 

mind’s eye as the sunset was ablaze in hues of fire. A few minutes later, Christina was in 

the kitchen when she heard the gunshots, and soon after Jesus, Jr. banged frantically on 

the iron gate. Jesus, Jr. (only five at the time) told her that his father had been robbed and 

that he was so scared he just ran back to Christina’s without knowing where his sister and 

mother were. In actuality, his father was not robbed. The assassin did not even take 

Jesus’s wallet, although that is what the police reported. A gun had been pressed up 

against his throat while his son was still hoisted on his shoulders. One shot was fired 

through his throat and up the back of his neck. Miraculously, his son was unharmed as he 

fell off of his father’s shoulders. His wife stayed with her dying husband while her two 

children raced back to Christina’s for help.   

It became so dangerous in El Cachimbazo for Catholic Action workers that the 

Auxiliary Bishop of El Cachimbazo, Juan José Gerardi Condera, requested that all clergy 

leave the Diocese, both to protest the repression and to protect their lives. With this 

vacuum of a fundamental institution during a great time of crisis, Protestants rushed in to 

fill the void left by the Catholics. Rios Montt, a neo-Pentecostal13 Christian, seized power 

in 1982 and began his scorched earth campaign. The situation became so grave for 

Catholics by 1983 that the Vatican sent their most important ambassador, Pope Juan 

Pablo II, to negotiate a cease-fire and to persuade Rios Montt to adopt peaceful solutions 

to the civil war. Rios Montt declined the invitation (which was on a Sunday) with the 
                                                 
13 The Neo-Pentecostalism originated in California around 1960 and sought to renovate Christians by 
providing “baptisms in the Holy Spirit” within the framework of tradition denominations and the sense of 
being “born again” (Garrard-Burnett, 1998).  
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excuse that he was too busy putting his moralist messages out over radio and TV talk 

shows to meet with the Pope. Because of that unsuccessful visit to Guatemala in 1983, 

the Pope now travels in the processions of alfombras (colored sawdust that decorate the 

streets like beautiful carpets to honor the majesty of the Pope) that always greet his 

arrival in Guatemala in a bullet proof glass case known as the “Pope Mobile” to protect 

against stray Protestant bullets.  

Even with the pomp and circumstance of the Pope’s visit, many Catholics feared 

their identities would be conflated with political radicalism. Therefore, it made sense to 

jettison their religious identity in favor of Protestantism, which was considered more 

neutral (Garrard-Burnett, 1998). Moreover, the Evangelical Church’s14 message offered 

authentic spiritual conciliation to victims of violence, a solace that the Catholic Church, 

given the absence of its priests in El Cachimbazo, was not in the position to offer 

(Garrard-Burnett, 2003).  

Another explanation of the overwhelming conversion to Protestantism during this 

time might have been a phenomenon called “trench faith,” where stricken people found 

refuge from hopelessness and rootlessness through a personal and vertical relationship 

with God (Garrard-Burnett, 1998). For Evangelical Protestants, the Holy Spirit 

manifested itself in “signs and wonders” in individuals’ lives if they obeyed God’s rules 

on a daily basis (Garrard-Burnett, 2003). Consequently, Evangelical Protestants banded 

together and helped each other cope with the emotional and financial crisis that followed 

the scorched earth campaign. The “signs and wonders” of improvement may not have 

                                                 
14The Evangelical Church is a Protestant sect that adheres to a literal interpretation of the Bible to “submit 
to the authority in power”(Romans 13:1). Because of this unquestioning belief in the state government 
being guided by God, the Lucas Garcia government supported the Evangelical Church. The spread of the 
Evangelical Church was further enhanced by the fact that layman could become pastors of their local 
parishes.    



 161

been a godsend, but they were a result of the funds that poured into Protestant churches to 

organize communities through religious charities. Rios Montt may have had this in mind 

when he initiated his fusiles y frijoles campaign in the early 1980s.  

The frijoles part of the la campana de frijoles y fusiles (the beans and bullets plan) 

of Montt’s campaign against la guerrilla was designed to improve the image of the 

military and national government in rural areas by addressing some of the immediate 

causes of peasant unrest (Handy, 1984). With the support Montt was gathering from the 

Reagan Administration and Protestant organizations in the U.S., millions of dollars in aid 

money poured into Indigenous communities that had been ransacked by the military. This 

was the strategy Montt used to catch people and care for them as they grieved their losses 

and looked for “signs and wonders of the Holy Spirit.” This strategy was effective in 

deceiving many people in El Cachimbazo who concluded that la guerrilla must be the 

ones ambushing them because the military came in afterwards with medical assistance 

and food. In the villagers’ minds, it was hard to conceive that the government was 

providing both the attacks and the relief.   

By 1983, la guerrilla was forced to come down from the Western Highlands. The 

Maya K’iche’ leaders turned to Pentecostal15 and Evangelical Protestant churches for 

assistance in “saving souls” from the vices that accompanied the posttraumatic stress 

syndrome caused by the civil war. The attraction of such churches was plain: not only did 

their vision of a violent, chaotic, unjust and sinful world reflect believers’ reality, but 

                                                 
15The Pentecostal Church is a branch of Protestantism that emphasizes the gifts of the Holy Spirit, highly 
emotional and spontaneous worship services and the ecstatic practice of speaking in tongues. Pentecostal 
services housed live musical groups, impromptu and frequent displays of “receiving the spirit” where 
members might speak in tongues (which was often in Mayan languages) or go into ecstatic convulsions. 
The Pentecostal message of an apocalyptic time matched the reality of many Indigenous and Ladino 
survivors of the Western Highland massacres and often provided free entertainment and emotional outlet 
for the poor in urban and rural areas of Guatemala (Garrard-Burnett, 2003). 
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they also rendered a larger meaning and cosmic plan from nearly incomprehensible 

terror. Virginia Garrard-Burnett (1998) described this evangelical message of salvation in 

the following quotation: 

For believers, the promise of redemption in the hereafter was not simply deferred 
gratification, or “pie in the sky” but a time for vindication, justice, empowerment, 
and reunion for the poor and oppressed, the inheritors of the earth entitled by 
Jesus Himself on the Sermon on the Mount. . . . Pentecostal theologies did offer… 
real refuge from many whose lives might otherwise have broken apart on the 
rocky shoals of social dislocation, urbanization, loss of friends and family 
members, the breakdown of traditional lifestyles, economic recession, and 
increasing political repression (p.132 & 137). 
 

In other words, radical Protestantism became a “religion of survival,” a refuge from 

suffering and a space in which women were able to reclaim some personal control over 

their lives. During the mid-1980s, Christina had her second child, a son, while her 

relationship with her husband was slowly deteriorating due to his frequent affairs and 

consequent alcohol abuse. During this difficult time in her marriage, I can see why 

Christina might have moved over to attending services at the Evangelical Church in town. 

Christina found a female safety net of women who had suffered as she had and needed 

support.  She also could have consciously moved over to the Evangelicals’ “blind faith in 

the powers of the State to act in God’s Will” as she did not want to appear associated 

with the “radicals of Catholicism” like her murdered brother.  The Evangelical Church 

also may have been appealing to her since they require a solemn vow of abstinence from 

alcohol. Christina’s efforts to save her marriage, however, were futile as her husband 

continued to drink and fool around. They had one more child, another daughter, in 1990, 

but their relationship only lasted until her seventh year. Her husband ended up getting 

another woman pregnant and left Christina in 1997.  



 163

Most of the families in El Cachimbazo had lost at least one member of their 

family to the scorched earth campaign, whether it was to death by firearms or the slow 

death of alcoholism.  The moral and social foundation of their communities was deeply 

ruptured by political conflict, economic misery and posttraumatic stress syndrome, often 

rearing its ugly head in alcohol problems among the men who remained. For this reason, 

many women pointed to the prohibition of alcohol use by the Evangelical and Pentecostal 

Protestant sects as an attractive feature of “conversion” (Garrard-Burnett, 1993). In the 

following section of the art chronotope, I will explain in more detail Christina’s 

“salvation narratives” regarding God’s plan after her husband abandoned her.  But, In 

conclusion to this life chronotope section, I would like to leave the reader with a 

quotation from Linda Green (1993) who summarized how I see Christina’s life through 

the lens of Bakhtin’s  theory of unfinalabity of identities in a heteroglossic world:  

The fluidity with which women cross religious boundaries, points to the 
pragmatic approach they have adopted as they struggle to meet exigencies. They 
see no particular epistemological contradiction in this mobility. The women make 
their choices from available options, trying to recapture piecemeal elements of 
community-trust, cooperation and communalism through permissible institutions 
in a militarized society (p.175). 
 

 

Art Chronotope 

Introduction: A Metaphor of key limes with sludgeTo begin this art chronotope of 

Christina, I would like to describe a space within her home that represents an all-

encompassing metaphor of my understanding of her epistemology taken from my 

fieldnotes on May 28, 2002: 

I entered her lovely inner courtyard overflowing with plants just before dark. I 
noticed a lime tree laden with fruit and asked her if it was a key lime tree. She 
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said yes it was and offered me some limes to take back with me since she could 
not possibly use so many. She laughed and said: 

 
When God provides for my family, he often gives in surplus! 
 

I reached up to some of the higher branches to pull off the key limes. Upon 
touching them, I noticed that the fruits were covered in sludge. I was puzzled until 
I noticed the large Texaco sign with is red neon glow across the street sitting high 
above all the buildings in town. It must be the truck stop for every diesel engine 
passing through town: “a filler up” at the Texaco station and a warm meal at her 
restaurant, the El Café Mi Diosito next door. I was saddened to think that this 
grime was produced by a company from my country, one that has caused horrific 
damage to the Amazon Rainforest, choking out many species of plants. I 
wondered if all the beauty I was seeing around me was covered in a dark history 
that was sticking to the fresh green growth of new life (Fieldnotes: 5/28/02). 

 

This metaphor of Christina’s perfect world covered in the sludge of a dark history during 

Guatemala’s Civil War will be used throughout this art chronotope as a means of 

accentuating the agency involved in Christina’s epistemology. Although Christina was 

raised Catholic, she attended an Evangelical Church regularly when I lived with her. 

When I first asked Christina about her religious beliefs, she told me that she was 100 

percent Catholic, although this puzzled me since she attended services on Sundays at an 

Evangelical 16 church with her female friends.  I also noticed in her interviews that she 

used a religious discourse in the telling of her life history that sounded very similar to the 

testimonios17 I heard bellowing out of the loud speakers at the concrete-block Evangelical 

churches in El Cachimbazo. 

I was not a believer in Evangelical Protestantism and so I kept trying to dig 

deeper to find Christina’s “true voice.” I felt I often layers of the faith narrative before I 

                                                 
16 Evangelicals believe in the individual’s emotional connection with the numinous, the Divine Mystery 
manifested by a believer’s “baptism in the Holy Spirit (Burnett-Garrard, 2003). 
17An essential component of Evangelical worship is el testimonio where the believer stands before the 
congregation and offers up a “faith narrative” (Garrard-Burnett, 2003). These transformation tales serve as 
testimonies about how their lives have improved since their conversion.   
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got to her “true identity.” I soon realized that what Christina perceived to be her “true 

identity” was what was important to her at that moment, and it was not my place to 

decipher whether or not it was genuine. Because Christina was much more cautious than 

other participants when she discussed her own opinions on politics or religion, her case 

study became one of the more challenging one’s to document. I found it hard to decipher 

the religious rhetoric she hid behind, masked as compliance to a strict religious state. I 

found myself reading her data sets and questioning: 

How could I describe her silences, her hesitancies to talk?  
How could I disentangle her public and private self and their expressions? 
How could I truly know which was which, when I came from a completely 
different cultural and religious upbringing?  
 

Our interviews provided me with more questions than answers once we began to talk 

about the meaning of life and what happened in the hereafter. These topics were 

particularly pertinent to me in November of 2002 since I was grieving the death of my 

grandmother and trying to make meaning for myself of what this life and the afterlife 

were all about. 

 

A Salvation Narrative 

I will now delve more deeply into what Christina did say in her testimonio (life 

history) lifted from her Evangélica beliefs. This art chronotope is defined by a certain 

level of creativity on the part of Christina who selected details as a means of fittings into 

the template of the “salvation narrative” typically used in the discourse of the Evangelical 

Church. According to Virginia Garrard-Burnett (2003) the text of the “salvation 

narrative” usually follows a fairly standard format that includes these topics in this order:  

1) My life as a sinner: an account of life before conversion. 
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2) The road to Damascus: an account of the conversion experience. 

 
3) The New Life: an account of the improvements due to God’s transformation of 

their souls and their journey to the afterlife.  
 
In Christina’s case, I only heard “salvation narratives” that resonated with the 

second and third part of the testimonio. She may have “lifted” from her longer testimonio 

only the parts she felt were relevant for our interviews. Or perhaps, she purposely did not 

share with me her “my life as a sinner” narrative because she did not agree with this 

aspect of the Evangelical Church. Christina did not see her life before finding the 

Evangelical Church as being a sinful life. She was raised Catholic and felt her family had 

always lived by the Golden rules of the Bible. Although pure Evangélicas viewed any life 

outside of their belief system as “sinful,” including Catholicism, Christina may not have 

taken this belief to be her own and instead kept the “my life as a sinner” part out of her 

telling of her testimonio, unless it was absolutely necessary under the circumstances. 

Since I was not Evangélica (I told her I had been raised Presbyterian, but with parent’s 

who hardly went to church), she may have decided to keep the “my life as a sinner” script 

out of her telling of her life story because it was not something she would need to say to 

fit into my belief system. The following citation illustrated how she refused to see her 

“life as a sinner” before encountering the Evangelical Church when I asked her: 

How do you identify yourself? 

She responded skillfully by not stating anything against her Catholic background:  
 
I would say who I am comes from my family, the foundations of who I am, my 
values, my formation and my decisions have been constructed within the loving 
environment of my family. . . . My parents taught us that everyone was equal in 
God’s eyes. [For this reason] . . . I have never mistreated anyone. We were raised 
in a family of unconditional love where we did not judge others. . . . [I learned to] 
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give with all my heart, to be peaceful, sincere and full of love for God (First 
Interview, 6/20/02, p.1). 
  
This answer confused me as Evangélicas usually described their “born again 

experiences” after being down and out and finding signs of God that led them into the 

light. Christina talked of God’s miracles, but as blessings that had begun when she was 

born into a devout Catholic family.  

 
 

The Road to Damascus 

Instead of starting her life story with her life as a sinner, Christina decided to 

commence with the critical moments where she needed the guidance of a higher power to 

overcome obstacles that seemed insurmountable. When I asked her the purposely-vague 

question:  

What can you tell me about your life? 

She began with a humble and vague response that highlighted these difficulties as 

part of God’s plan for her and her family on the “road to Damascus.” She responded with 

this hopeful response to the tragedy she has witnessed:  

I have had a life, like everyone else with highs and lows: lots of good, as well as 
bad experiences. I am grateful to God for every moment I am alive and every 
moment that I am one step closer to the afterlife (First Interview, 06/20/02).  

 
My reaction to the typical nature of her life story illustrates a fissure in our 

experiences. From my experience, I would not call losing your only brother to a political 

assassination “a life like everyone else,” but in hindsight, I believe it tells me quite a lot 

about how she structured the tragic stories that composed her life. Since El Cachimbazo 

was cut off from communication with the rest of the world for many years while Montt’s 

scorched earth campaign was in full swing, her world could have been very cloistered, 
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and the assumption that political assassinations were a part of every household18 may have 

been commonplace in El Cachimbazo. Moreover, her emphasis on the “afterlife” 

indicated to me how incredibly difficult this life has been for her and how eager she was 

to get to the “glories of heaven.” And with even further reflection on the vague answer 

she gave my question, I assumed that she did not want her testimonio to stand out from 

the others in fear that it would bring further harm to her family. Perhaps the slew of 

journalists, anthropologists and human rights workers who approached her because of her 

brother’s assassination made her want to emphasize that her life story was no different 

than others in El Cachimabazo.  This pat-answer introduction to her life story may have 

been a survival strategy so her stories would not be highlighted and risk further 

persecution from the state for speaking out against its inhumane treatment of its citizens.  

According to Gerrard-Burnett (2003), the conversion experience or the “what 

caused me to hand my life over to Christ” narrative often included a description of a 

traumatic event, a death or a personal crisis where the testifier “hit rock bottom” in her 

former life. In Christina’s case, the death of her brother and the betrayal of her husband 

were two of these “down and out moments” where she desperately needed answers to the 

chaotic changes she was experiencing in her world. The Evangelical Church was there to 

catch her in their safety net and brought her into the fold of fellow Evangélicas.  

Christina highlighted this part of her “salvation narrative” in the following testimony to 

her grief:  

The saddest times that I have experienced were the loss of my brother and my 
mother and the rupture of my marriage. [The marriage break-up] was really 
difficult for me. I thought that I had married for life [under God’s grace] and I had 

                                                 
18 Rios Montt purposely cut the contact El Cachimbazo had with the outside world so that the horrific 
dimensions of his scorched earth campaign would go unnoticed.  
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to realize that I had made a mistake [in the man I chose]( p.3). . . . My life has 
been difficult and I do not know how I have gathered the strength and the courage 
to make the decisions I have made. But [with the grace of God], I feel I have 
made good decisions (p.1) . . . I feel I have made the right decisions in my life and 
God has guided me to these decisions because they were not decisions that I 
would have necessarily made myself (First Interview 6/20/03, p.3). 
 
 
In looking into the silences and omissions in the above citation, the reader will 

notice that Christina was very brief in telling me about the most painful things that had 

occurred in her life. She did not want to dwell on the feelings that accompanied her 

utterances and was quick to cover the “greenness” of her pain with the rhetoric of the 

testimonio evangélico and move on to the next subject without giving much detail. I was 

surprised she played down the drama that made up her life. Being a woman raised in the 

monotonous routine of white, middle-class America, I had always looking for ways to 

“spice up the telling of my life story,” to make it more melodramatic than it really was. 

Marisol, a Gringa intern in this study, cautioned me from assuming that women in 

Guatemala would be as eager to talk about their lives and their identities as I was. 

Christina’s participation in this study was a constant reminder of the veracity in Marisol’s 

words. Christina was hesitant to make meaning of her identities through the telling of her 

life stories. Perhaps, it was because I was a foreigner and came from a radically different 

sociopolitical context than Christina, or perhaps it was a conditioned response to living 

most of her life in a repressed regime where people kept most of their reflections to 

themselves. Christina, in contrast to me, hated being in the spotlight and was very 

uncomfortable telling me her stories in front of the audience of a digital recorder, which 

would take her testimony across unfamiliar borders. In her world, military-run death 

squads often snuffed out those who told their life stories and highlighted the horror and 
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persecution they suffered. In my world, telling travel stories of exotic adventures and 

hardships in Guatemala were perceived as cultural capital that opened doors and 

facilitated my scholarships in a doctoral program. In her world, these same kinds of 

stories could get her killed. 

 
The New Life 

 
Christina preferred to talk about the “new life” she had found within the 

Evangelical Church and how God had blessed her life. For her, this part of the testimonio 

gave her cultural capital in her community: it kept her safely protected in the folds of a 

church acceptable to the military regime (which supported her financially by bringing 

business to her restaurant), and the church helped her emotionally by offering her a 

support network established through church services and women’s group meetings.  

Garrard-Burnett (2003) described this “new life” as part of the testimony to express the 

power and abundance of God’s will and grace. Christina, like many Evangélicas, directly 

equated her conversion to her newfound ability to overcome personal difficulties and 

receive material abundance.  

Christina believed that God gave her the courage and the means of supporting 

herself and her three children after her husband abandoned the family. She hardly knew 

how to go about looking for a job when her sole skill set outside of her vocational high 

school training was motherhood. The Evangelical Church helped her have faith, not only 

in God, but also in her own abilities as a businesswoman. Due to her husband’s constant 

belittling of her abilities and his rampant affairs with women, Christina’s self-image and 

confidence had dwindled away into nothing. She believed after her break up with her 

husband that she was incapable of doing anything without him at her side. By listening to 
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many participants in this study say the same thing, I realized this defeatist attitude was all 

too common in such a machismo culture as El Cachimbazo. She explained this common 

sentiment amongst women in Guatemala in the following quotation: 

Women do not feel valued here. But we must show the contrary and illustrate how 
we are women who deserve to be given all the rights men enjoy. The machismo 
culture has made its mark here and made women feel unworthy in front of their 
husbands and other men (Second Interview, 11/06/02). 
 

With the encouragement of the Evangelical Church, she began a small cake decorating 

business that soon became a staple at every Evangelical celebration in town. With the 

money she saved, she turned the house her husband had left to her into a restaurant. She 

told me that God had put her in contact with good people (many of whom were Ladino 

Evangélicos with money) who supported her in getting her restaurant off the ground. She 

framed this support as originating from God’s grace:  

God has blessed me. I have been able to earn enough money for the necessities of 
my children because God has shown me that a woman can make it on her own 
without a man at her side. I have always said that God knows the heart and needs 
of each and everyone and hears my prayers when I need something. This 
restaurant is God’s blessing; I have always called this restaurant El Café Mi 
Diosito because he has always provided in abundance for my family (First 
Interview (6/20/02). 

 

Although, Christina used an art chronotope to explain how the Evangelical Church 

supported her, there were also women who were not Evangelical that gave her 

tremendous support in raising her family and starting her restaurant/cake business. 

Margarita, for example, a Maya K’iche’ participant in this study and housekeeper to 

Christina’s household, decided to stay with Christina and care for her children instead of 

pursuing her dreams of moving to the United States to make enough to buy her own 

house. Christina was one of the most successful businesswomen in town, not only 
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because of her relationship with God and his Evangelical Church, but also because of a 

large entourage of Maya K’iche’ women, led by Margarita, who helped Christina’s 

restaurant become a success without getting much monetary retribution. Although it was 

Christina who was recognized for her contribution to the community in events like the 

beauty pageant I mentioned in the prosaic chronotope, Margarita and her band of loyal 

supporters deserved just as much of the credit for the restaurant’s success. Because of the 

racism that still exists in El Cachimbazo against the Maya K’iche’, they are not usually 

recognized for their contribution to the reconstruction of El Cachimbazo after the civil 

war.  

Christina’s conception of an all-knowing and all-powerful God played a critical 

role in her narrative about the assassination of her brother. To illustrate the meaning she 

made of the injustice bestowed upon her brother and his family and her determination to 

see a world order orchestrated by God’s plan of ultimate good, I would like to share with 

the reader the following field notes taken on my first day in El Cachimbazo. During this 

first encounter with Christina, she revealed to me personal reflections on the meaning of 

her brother’s death that soon after she would not discuss in our interviews. I discovered 

through the interview process that I often got the most intimate of details regarding 

participants’ lives in our first encounter. It seemed when I was perceived as an 

anonymous stranger, they felt little consequence in telling me their inner most feelings. In 

this fieldnote entry, I describe how Christina made meaning of her family’s tragedy 

through her faith in God’s ultimate plan of goodness: 

Christina told me about a Maryknoll nun, named Margaret Gifford, who had been 
assassinated in Guatemala City just over a year ago today (May 28, 2001). She 
explained how Sister Margaret had adopted her brother Jesus’s family after his 
political assassination. Sister Margaret had a special fondness of Jesus due to their 
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many years of work together in the Catholic Church’s empowerment programs for 
the poor. The same son who had miraculously survived the shooting of his father 
while hoisted on his shoulders later contracted Leukemia at a young age. Sister 
Margaret decided to take the matter into her own hands and found a treatment 
center in Houston that was willing to give Jesus, Jr. a two-year treatment free of 
charge. She threaded these stories together by telling me that God’s plan may not 
make sense to us at the time, but we learn to make meaning out of these 
difficulties much later in life. I was puzzled by her comment and asked her to 
explain what she meant. By using the example of her brother’s political 
assassination in the early 80s, she said that his death was a “necessary evil” that 
had to occur because later in life, his son would find treatment for his Leukemia 
through the assistance of Sister Margaret. She speculated that if her brother had 
not been killed, Sister Margaret would not have paid such special attention to her 
nephew. Jesus, Jr., therefore, would not have had the chance to travel to Houston 
to cure his Leukemia. His healing was testimony to God’s Ultimate Plan of 
Goodness for his followers (6/29/02).  

 

Christina’s sense of the power of God’s plan diminished the role of agency in 

people changing the world within which they lived. In her world, God had a plan for 

everyone and everything and there was no reason to question his authority, instead there 

should be unquestionable loyalty to the way things are. I had some difficulties with her 

compliance with a natural world order that I perceived to be quite imbalanced and unfair, 

especially as I learned more details of the genocide perpetrated against the Maya K’iche’ 

during the civil war and the destitute poverty they still suffered.  Her fatalistic attitude 

was illustrated in an answer she had to my questioning of her beliefs (11/06/02): 

How do you make sense out of the economic differences between the women in 
this study? If God is involved and has a plan, why has he created inequality? 
 

She answered me with a tone of irritation in her voice: 
 
Nobody knows the answer to that question! It’s a really difficult question! I 
cannot change the situation we are in, the economic differences between me [and 
some of the Maya K’iche’ staff here at the restaurant]. I cannot control the world. 
I can only take care of my own life (Second Interview 11/06/02).    
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Her perception of not having any control over God’s overall plan for the world did not 

enter into her views, however, about how she could influence her children’s lives. With 

them she believed she had the agency to provide the opportunities she did not have as a 

child. In fact, she told me this word for word after our last interview when the recorder 

was turned off.  

You can make that difference with the upbringing of your own children. Even 
though we cannot make these changes for ourselves, we can often make them for 
our children (second interview, 11/06/02, p.2). 
 

In retrospect, however, I see that Christina did not always believe that she followed 

God’s ultimate plan of goodness for her life. She married at nineteen because she was 

pregnant with her first daughter. Although she said the happiest moments of her life were 

the birth of her three children, I think she wished she had been more selective with the 

man she chose to be her husband. When I asked Christina if she would recommend that 

her daughter get married at the age of nineteen like she did, she told me absolutely not 

and that she was too young to make such an important decision. It seemed to me that 

Christina only married her husband because that is what her family and her society 

thought was best for her after she became pregnant. I witnessed how hard Christina had 

worked to provide her children with private school education up to the university level, 

an opportunity that she was not privy to as a child. She wanted her children to make more 

“educated” choices when deciding whom they wanted to marry.  

Christina’s view of the world was also not completely invested in this life. She 

spent a great deal of time thinking about what her life would be in heaven. At times, I felt 

she placed more emphasis on this “afterlife” experience so as not to get too deeply 

invested in what was occurring in her present life. The following excerpt was something 
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Christina said in her first interview that stayed with me as I tried to look through the 

kaleidoscopic lens that made up her worldview:  

Our time on earth is not permanent. I am sure that after this life there is another 
life awaiting me that is so much better than this one: a world where there are no 
worries and no conflicts between anyone. So, I strive in this life to get to the next 
one and have faith that the next world is better. I am sure that God has something 
prepared for me that is void of sadness and full of happiness. This is what I know 
for sure. Because of my faith, I believe all this is possible (11-10-02). 
 

Christina’s faith helped her to remain hopeful and trusting that things would work out for 

her family, even when the disappointments of her failed marriage and the assassination of 

her brother could have caused her faith to falter. In her perspective, she “lived” to live in 

the hereafter, and someday she would leave this world of disappointment and dismay and 

find light and happiness in heaven. She felt that if she moved positively and peacefully 

through life, she would eventually find herself in front of the gates of heaven. Christina 

viewed her life getting better day-to-day, step-by-step as she showed unconditional love 

to those around her and followed God’s rules. Christina interacted with the world 

“centripetally,” as Bakhtin would define it (moving with the flow of the mainstream). She 

did not want to go against the current but instead liked to “go with the flow,” gently 

maneuvering through a tumultuous reality without making waves and keeping her mind 

on her own business. She illustrated this preference for not rocking the boat when she 

discussed her public discourse regarding the machismo culture that was still so prevalent 

in El Cachimbazo: 

I am not against men . . . or anyone, I am only standing up for what I want, I am 
really not opposed to anyone (Second Interview, 11/06/02). 

 
Christina’s emphasis on “not being opposed to anyone” seemed to me to be the main 

focus of her final interview with me. It seemed that as she got to know me and began to 
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see how I viewed reality through a feminist, post-structuralist lens, she saw me as a 

radical and was afraid I would misconstrue her ideas, especially in regards to the 

machismo culture for which she knew I had little tolerance. Another reason could be that 

her emphasis on complacency came from wanting to distance herself from the fires of 

controversy that destroyed the lives of so many in El Cachimbazo. I, however, did not 

want to let her off the hook so easily. I felt there were contradictions in her words, so I 

called her on them and asked her to clarify her position. I pushed her further by asking 

her the following question:    

If you believe so strongly in God’s plan, how do you explain how someone so 
good, like your brother was taken from this world, leaving his wife and two 
children? How has life gotten better with his death? (Fieldnotes, 11/10/02). 

 
Christina, in a motherly tone, responded to my question with the patience of a saint: 

Because he was so good, he got to go to the afterlife early. I strongly believe that 
there is a better world for us waiting if we can just handle the tests of suffering 
that have been placed in our lives. We pass these tests by acting with morality, 
integrity and compassion in every situation, no matter how difficult. After we 
have passed enough of these tests, then and only then, we will be rewarded with 
an afterlife in heaven (Second Interview, 11/06/02). 

 
This answer was not enough for me, as I saw the religious rhetoric covering her true 

voice. So I made my question more personal, not knowing my limits as a researcher:  

Its hard for me to imagine that your brother can be in peace in heaven when he 
was forced to leave this earth so early and never got to see his children again. 
Let’s consider your nephew, who is now fifteen years old; a healthy adolescent 
who overcame the symptoms of Leukemia, and is now breaking the hearts of many 
adolescent girls (including a Ladina participant in this study). How could your 
brother be happy in heaven not being able to share his life with his children and 
his wife? How can he rest in peace knowing that his wife, his children and his 
sister still grieve in his absence?   
 

Having pushed Christina too far, I now realize that I took more risks speaking in Spanish 

than I did in my native tongue. For me, questions like the above do not have the same 

“sting” to them in my second language, nor the social repercussions, so I dared to 
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question people on issues that I would only “tip-toe around” in English. My Spanish 

lacked that polished finesse. But Christina handled my question stoically, making her 

response all the more heart wrenching. The obscuring veil of her salvation narrative was 

pushed aside, if only for a moment, offering a glimpse of the “true identity” underneath. 

She admitted to having cracks in her salvation narrative, but then she gracefully veiled 

her vulnerability again:  

I have had these questions too, Lees, but I have come to the conclusion that when 
you leave this life you leave all your worries behind as well. It wouldn’t be 
heaven if you worried about your loved ones all the time. You leave behind all of 
your memories on earth and you begin a new life in heaven (6/20/02).  
 

 
Positionality and Perspectives 

The reader can see that I grew impatient at times with Christina’s pat responses to 

so many of my interview questions. In my view, I was trying to get into the deep-end of 

the pool with Christina in hopes of answering some of my doubts about organized 

religion and it role in the bloody civil war, but unfortunately she just kept swimming to 

the shallow end. In hindsight, however, I perceive my own definition of the “depth” of 

discussion as getting in the way of my comprehension19 of her epistemologies. This 

experience with Christina, makes me wonder if we all follow certain scripts, certain 

movie or literary plots we have learned from our cultural upbringing when telling our life 

stories. Christina’s script is clear to me because of my outsider perspective and the 

opposite is probably true for her: she saw my script when I could not see it myself. For 

example, she often found my personality comical and laughed at my outrageousness by 

exclaiming: 
                                                 
19 My definition of depths pertains to a participant’s ability to make meaning of their lives through the 
dialogue with others. A church issued template did not fit my expectations of an in-depth dialogue with 
Christina.  
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¡Ahh, Esta Lees! (Ahh, this Lissa we have come to know and love!) 

She found me funny because in her mind I was following a “Pippi Longstocking” script 

that she remembered from the delightful books of her childhood. I was not able to see this 

blind spot in my own script construction just as she could not see her script formed 

around the “salvation narrative.” Bakhtin called this external interpretation process “the 

surplus of vision” where “I can see things about you that you cannot see about yourself.” 

The tightness in her “salvation narrative” made it difficult for me to see her “true voice.” 

Yet, I must acknowledge that what I perceived as a “true voice” came from my 

perspective while she considered her “true voice” to be the one that expressed her faith in 

God. 

 

Conclusion 
 
From this case study of Christina’s prosaic, life and art chronotopes, the reader can see 

that religion played a significant role in molding individuals’ epistemologies during the 

civil war in Guatemala. If I were to look into the kaleidoscope of Christina’s Evangelical 

world, I might find an image of an almighty God and his representation cut into 

thousands of patterns of color and light, omnificent in his coverage. If she were to look 

into my kaleidoscopic lens, she would see that I saw her true voice, her true brilliance 

masked by an Evangelical testimonio. In her kelly green eyes, I saw the bright green 

growth of key limes clouded with a dark history of sludge. Christina’s greenness was her 

valor in coping with unimaginable horrors of civil war and the strength of character 

necessary to move forward and bring her children along with her. She stayed appreciative 

of her “living” moments where she found supportive people who helped her create a 
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business for herself and money for her family. She felt God had guided her to the place 

she stood with two of her children in college in Guatemala City and the youngest 

attending a private bilingual elementary school in El Cachimbazo. She employed over ten 

women who worked in her cafeteria and she brought three stray Gringa interns into her 

fold and made them feel like part of her family. She said she was able to provide so much 

to her community because God had blessed her family with abundance. And for this 

reason, Christina believed all the good in her life was God’s doing, but I believe that she 

is stronger and more brilliant than she ever thought possible.  
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DATA SET NUMBER 3: NOT GETTING SUCKED UP IN THE MESMERISM20 

Prosaic Chronotope 

My first step in creating chronotopes of Marisol’s life was to capture a moment that 

revealed the dynamics between the two of us and our particular personalities. In my view, 

much of Marisol’s behavior and worldview was based on her upbringing in a large family 

as a strict Christian Scientist and her experience as a Peace Corps volunteer. In her view, 

much of my behavior and worldview was based on trying to make sense of who I was 

while living in an extended Guatemalan family, experimenting with Mayan Cosmology 

and sifting through memories of my prior three year experience in Guatemala. In this 

chapter, I will create a prosaic, life and art chronotope of Marisol as a means of capturing 

a holistic sense of her personality, her history and her spiritual principles. At the same 

time I will attempt at recapturing the tensions and connections that made our relationship 

all the more interesting.  

 

The Reason for Including Marisol’s Stories 

Her case study is a curious contrast to the two other participants I have chosen to 

highlight from cultural groups “Other” than my own. The purpose of choosing Marisol’s 

story over the other Gringa interns in this study was to try to make meaning out of the 

identity, the life story and the world view of a multicultural/transnational woman that was 

closer to “home” for me as a researcher than any other participant. I was surprised, 

however, to find it much more challenging to create chronotopes of Marisol’s narratives, 
                                                 
20 Mesmerism is a term I learned from Marisol. In her worldview, mesmerism was the pull of capitalistic 
culture that caused United States citizens to get overly transfixed into the consumerist and adventure-
mongering culture, which she perceived as late capitalism at it’s most decadent.  
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precisely because she was one of the few participants with whom I could identify 

culturally: we were born in New England, but preferred our identities to be associated 

with Latin America; we were inspired to “save the world” but frustrated by our 

impotency in achieving our pursuits. There were “high stakes” involved in gaining 

fulfillment from living and working in a Third World country as a Gringa intern. Due to 

the errors of our forefathers, we were overtly aware of the postcolonial relationship our 

country maintained with Guatemala and our inflated ideals on what we could do to 

change the course of global inequality. We invariably failed in every Third World context 

in which traveled and instead carted around the baggage of guilt, shame, remorse and 

feelings of inadequacy (Sloan, 2003). For this reason, Marisol and I hit upon some strong 

nerves of connection and irritation that are worth capturing in the frames of a data 

chapter. The following excerpts from my fieldnotes (8-01-02) illustrate Marisol’s 

struggle to be true to her principles, yet at the same time not be unrealistic with her 

expectations of both the Gringa interns and the Guatemalans she met in the IPE project in 

El Cachimbazo:  

I arrive at work today, surprised to see Marisol in the office sharpening pencils 
and getting ready for una capacitación en el campo (a workshop out in the 
countryside). She looks up from what she is doing and in her Bostonian 
mannerism says,  
 
Dude, where have you been? We should catch up before I return to the states. 
How about lunch today? I won’t be in the office for the rest of the week. I’ve got 
citas (appointments) in el campo (the countryside) for the next few days. By the 
weekend, I’ll be bushed. 
  
Marisol is right, we have not spent quality time together since the first two weeks 
she was in El Cachimbazo (almost two months ago), but I have already made 
plans to have lunch with my host-mother, Christina and her daughter at El Café 
Mi Diosito. (Was I trying to avoid her?). I decide to cancel my lunch plans after 
seeing her glare telling me: 
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 You always have better things to do than to hang out with me. 
 
So I call Christina and cancel our lunch and Marisol seems appeased. On the way 
to the only Italian restaurant in town, she tells me that she is trying to leave a 
week or two early from her two and half month agreement with the IPE project. 
She explains:  
 
I didn’t come here to do my thesis; I just came here to see how development 
worked. I was able to see what I wanted to see in the first few weeks. I know now 
that there is nothing I can do to change things around here, so why be here 
anymore? Besides, I need some vacation time before going back to the intensity of 
graduate school. 
 
She justifies her position by stating (as a matter of fact) that it is different for me 
since my boss (a Mayan priest) takes my point of view more seriously and treats 
me more respectfully than her boss does (a Ladino Salsa/Spanish instructor to 
foreigners).  She gives me an example of how my boss includes me in the 
decisions that are made in the project by involving me in meetings with the top 
coordinators of the IPE program. She is obviously disappointed that she is not 
invited to these events, or given the respect or the responsibility she can handle 
being an Ivy League graduate student in public policy and international 
development. To top all that, she is also a returnee Peace Corps volunteer in 
Namibia from 1999–2001. My boss told me that as the IPE staff looked at 
applications of those graduate students who wanted to be interns for the summer 
of 2002 that she was the top candidate due to her impressive resume and 
experiences abroad. 
 
The waitress comes to our table and we decide on pizza and giggle that it feels 
good to order American food for a change. Then she tells me:  
 
I know I told you I have a great boss, but in retrospect, he really works 
inefficiently. He isn’t managing [my fieldwork partner] Rodrigo well. He allows 
him to come into work late everyday. I am sick and tired of having to do all his 
work for him. He’s getting paid for a job that he is only half doing and I am 
covering his ass on our lowly intern salary of $300.00 a month. I feel I should be 
able to leave work two weeks early for all the extra work I have done. I could help 
them to plan things more efficiently so that they would not waste so much time in 
“el campo” but they don’t seem interested. . . . I feel like I did in the Peace Corps. 
I am not in a position of power to change anything. I see so much inefficiency and 
I can’t do anything about it. It is for this reason that I am getting my graduate 
degree so that I can be in a position of power to change these inefficiencies.  
 
I ask her where she is expecting to work because Latin America is full of 
multilateral organizations that are run inefficiently. She states with confidence: 
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 I’d work as a consultant. I’d come into a country, I’d make a plan for an 
efficiently run project and then I’d leave. 
 
I don’t know how to respond to this statement and instead savor the smell of 
tomato sauce and warm mozzarella that arrives at our table. I close my eyes and 
for a moment I am in a snug New York City Pizzeria and not in this dust-bowl-of-
a-small-town called El Cachimbazo. I open my eyes as I hear the sternness in her 
speech as she states hesitantly:  
 
Lissa, I wanted to talk to you about something. . . . I have been annoyed at you 
lately and I wanted to live by my principles of telling you what is on my mind. I 
don’t feel like you listen. . . . I will give you an example so that it is clear to you: 
You have asked me three times when the last bus leaves El Cachimbazo that gets 
me home (she lives in a town that is twenty minutes away from the IPE office). It 
makes me feel like these details are not important to you and it makes me worry 
about your validity as a researcher if you cannot remember these kinds of details 
about my life. I am being honest with you about my feelings because you are one 
of the few people I know who will take this criticism to heart. I would hope that if 
you have anything against me, or if you are angry at anything I have done, I hope 
you would tell me too. 
 
Marisol catches me off guard. I am not prepared to tell her what I have been 
thinking and writing about her identities while my fingers are tangled in a web of 
cheesy strands. But I realize this is a moment of truth where I have to practice 
what I preach about open dialogue between the researcher and the participant. So 
I begin by being too blunt in telling her that whenever we do get a chance to talk, 
she criticizes the IPE program and staff so fiercely that she can really “drag me 
down and drain me” of the necessary energy I need to complete my fieldwork. I 
also confess that one of the reasons she has not seen much of me during the past 
two months is because of the negativity she gives off.  
 
The conversation gets more prickly and painful. I pay the bill awkwardly and we 
walk gingerly back to the office. After we step out of this boxing ring of 
“constructive criticism,” Marisol tells me:  
 
I am sorry for being so negative to you. It’s just that I often come to you to vent 
my feelings because I don’t have anyone else here with whom I trust enough to 
talk to so openly. . . . I also want to thank you for hearing me out and being 
honest with me. 
 
 I laugh nervously and wonder aloud why she would thank me for criticizing her. 
She says:  
 
Well, you are being honest and I think that is important to good relationships. 
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Marisol and I never breach the sore subject again. I think we both realize that we 
are too far away from our familiar safety nets to stand any more criticism. If our 
self-esteem gets knocked down any further we might capsize with no one else to 
lean on. We are not able to stand strong after two months of feeling critiqued and 
guilty about how futile our attempts are to solve this problem-ridden Third World 
country. I think we both feel the same lingering sting of criticism the next day. 
Marisol asks Sarah (another Gringa intern) if she and other Gringa interns in the 
IPE program perceive her as a negative person. And I spend the afternoon 
apologizing to Veronica (a Ladina participant) for my forgetfulness in not calling 
her back when I said I would. I make a note to myself to stop being so despistada 
(flaky) and try to be more mindful of others (although later I concluded that there 
was something else lurking below the surface of her frustration with my 
forgetfulness). 
 
The relationship between Marisol and I typically consisted of these kinds of 

interactions, where there were moments of real tenderness (i.e. stating that I was one of 

the few people around that would take her criticisms to heart) and then biting moments 

where we were engaged in a type of turf war over who’s views of the Third World was 

more legitimate. These turf wars made me aware of how important our positioning as 

Gringas interns was within the postcolonial context that made up the post-national space 

of El Cachimbazo. I began to see how Marisol and I (as probably many Gringas did in 

any country that had a high anti-American sentiment) used colonizing logic to legitimate 

our presence in a global economy, painfully aware of how unjust it is that our country 

exploits so many to keep us in the position we hold in the world. 

 

Marisol’s Hard-knock Life in a Wealthy New England Suburb 

Marisol reminded me, “you can’t judge a book by its cover.” When I first heard 

that Marisol was from a New England town that is famous for its “snooty prep school,” I 

thought I knew all about her. Her Ivy League graduate school status further convinced me 

of my initial stereotype of a snooty New Englander. In my first interview with Marisol, 



 185

however, she emphasized that she wanted to be identified by her experiences and not by 

the color of her skin or the neighborhood from which she was raised. Yet, to be truthful, 

because she was the same shade of white as I and we had come from a similar New 

England background, I had already made the assumption that we had a lot in common. I 

found out, however, that we had lived radically different lifestyles growing up despite the  

appearance of similarity that was really only skin deep. I found out that she was the 

middle child of twelve brothers and sisters in a religious home of strict Christian 

Scientists21. Because Christian Scientists do not take any medications, Marisol’s mother 

gave birth to twelve children and died of severe anemia when Marisol was twelve years 

old. Unlike many of her prep-school-educated peers, Marisol did not grow up with a 

“silver spoon in her mouth.” Not only did she lose her mother at a young age, but she also 

had to wrestle with the dilemma surrounding her religious beliefs after her mother’s 

death. She answered my question on how her mother died in the following excerpt from 

her first interview: 

Well, I should let you know because our family is Christian Scientist; we do not talk 
about this death in our family . . . (she pauses) but, I was sifting through some old 
files in a filing cabinet in the attic and found her death certificate. That is the only 
reason I know how she died. She died of severe anemia as a result of having so many 
kids (she laughs sarcastically). You can’t have that many kids, man! She had twelve 
kids plus miscarriages. She was constantly pregnant (she laughs incredulously) for 
almost twenty-five years! She was forty-eight when she died. She may have even 
been pregnant then, and having another miscarriage when she died. She was in the 
hospital for three days. I was so young at the time. I hardly remember anything. I just 
remember it being three really scary nights (6/19/02). 

 

                                                 
21 Christian Science practitioners are Christians who believe in spiritual healing. They believe that by 
relating to the things of God instead of material things, they will receive happiness and healing without the 
need of medicine (Hildner, 2003) . 
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Not only did she feel isolated after losing her mother (and perhaps even frustrated that 

modern medicine could have saved her mother, who refused to use birth control or iron 

supplements because of her religious beliefs), but she also felt ostracized from her peers 

because of her religion: she did not take medicine, she did not watch TV, nor could she 

attend health classes. She explained to me how segregated she felt because she could not 

take a “Sex Ed” class in the following quotation from her first interview:  

When you are in fourth grade, man that sucks. You don’t want to have to tell 
people you can’t go to class because of your religion. You don’t want to stick out. 
Those are the ages when you really want to blend in. This is where I learned how 
to stand out and have to be different and it wasn’t welcome then . . . it was really, 
really hard to practice strict Christian Science (06/19/02).   

 

Life Chronotope 

“The Peace Corps is our dream of ourselves,” waxed Look Magazine in 1966, “and we want the 
world to see us as we see the volunteers-crew cuts and pony-tails, soda-fountain types, hardy and 
smart and noble (Schwarz, 1991).” 

 

Introduction 

Marisol’s data sets remind me of the importance of looking beyond the surface 

similarities and diving deeper into the contradictions, the struggles, the triumphs that 

create the composite of this multicultural/transnational woman. In order to create a life 

chronotope of Marisol, I will need to give the reader some background of American 

foreign policy from the Cold War years of the 1950s up to the 1990s.  Since the 1960s the 

Peace Corps, like the military, has had a tremendous affect on Americans’ perceptions of 

themselves and their position within the global order. The Peace Corps not only affected 

generation upon generation of young, idealistic Americans, but it also influenced the 

perceptions thousands of host countries around the world had about America’s 

capabilities or impotencies in accommodating and assisting in development. The original 



 187

1950s image of the Peace Corps as an altruistic mission donating “free-loving, hard 

working Americans to share their skills with the world’s poor” (Isaacs, 1961) and the 

1960s campaign to spread Civil Rights around the globe as “the toughest job you’ll ever 

love” (Schwarz, 1991) were both empty slogans that did not capture the complexity of 

the various agendas involved. There were financial reasons the United States government 

wanted liaisons with the countries the Peace Corps served. As an example, I use the 

following quotation from a cover story on the Standard Oil Company, in Time’s 

December 29, 1967 issue. This quotation illustrated how the United States was taking 

over the economy of Third World countries under the guise of “globalization and good 

intentions.” The article reads: 

Along with sophisticated markets in Europe and Canada . . . Globalization is 
stretching out to developing markets in Africa, Latin America and the Far East. A 
total of $11.4 billion has been invested in Latin America where United States 
companies make and sell everything from automobiles to Mexican peanut butter. 
Another $10 billion has been committed to controls of 60 percent of the European 
razor-blade market which last week was taken over by the big West German 
appliance firm Gillette. Gillette will now be able to offer shaves to Africans who have 
previously trimmed their whiskers with knives . . . United States firms squeezed twice 
as much profit from invested capital as their European competitors. Of this they ship 
$225 million a year home and reinvest the rest for the long term abroad (Windmiller, 
1970).  

Articles with these kinds of reports were commonplace in the late 1960s and not 

critiqued as imperialistic or colonizing as they would be interpreted today. Instead the 

underlying assumption behind the Peace Corps was the belief that  “The Americanization 

Process” was progress desired by Third World countries (Witcover, 1997). The State 

Department and the United States military were of the opinion that the Peace Corps’s 

presence in countries at risk of becoming communist could persuade those countries of 

the merits of capitalism through the volunteers’ humanitarian aid. Surprisingly, however, 
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Peace Corps volunteers were not necessarily dispatched to the countries with the greatest 

needs but to the countries that demonstrated “friendly relations” with the United States. 

“Friendly” nations to the United States were usually considered “underdeveloped 

countries” with natural or human resources that were of interest to American 

multinational corporations.  

While browsing the stacks at the library, I came upon a tiny paperback publication 

that served as an example of how some people in Third World countries did not want to 

be “friendly” to the United States and its Peace Corps volunteers. A new invasion of 

Ceylon: The Peace Corps Again (1967) was a small pamphlet, written by a group of 

Ceylonese citizens on the island of Colombo (off of Sri Lanka). The authors’ intent was 

to draw people worldwide into their protest of a renewed Peace Corps presence on their 

island by documenting the events that led up to the failed 1962–1964 Peace Corps 

mission there. According to their sources, in 1962, thirty-nine Peace Corps volunteers 

showed up in Colombo without any official notification to the government of Ceylon or 

to the people of the island regarding the purpose of their mission. The Ceylonese people 

were told much later that these Peace Corps volunteers (PCVs) would participate in an 

overall national effort to make the country self-sufficient in food production. The 

Ceylonese people complained that the Peace Corps volunteers who had arrived possessed 

no special qualifications to justify their immigration onto their island when there were 

plenty of qualified Ceylonese people who were unemployed and eager and willing to 

receive a PCV salary. According to the Ceylonese writers of the booklet, the ulterior 

motive of the Peace Corps presence on their island had to do with the difficult relations 

two American-owned oil companies, Esso and Caltex, had with the local Ceylonese 
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people (a new invasion of Ceylon). The Ceylonese claimed that the Peace Corps 

volunteers engaged in intelligence work, providing the United States government with 

monthly reports on their activities with the Ceylonese, and that PCVs were “preparing the 

ground for United States economic penetration in under-developed countries where aid of 

the Marshall Plan type was inappropriate” (p.22). The Peace Corps plan for the 

Ceylonese had failed and the United States government had to recall all volunteers from 

the island by 1964. Thereafter, the Sri Lanka Freedom Party Government of Madame 

Sirimavo Bandaranaike refused to renew the agreement for a further contingent of Peace 

Corps volunteers, but again the Peace Corps was “following the beat of its own drum” by 

bringing the PCVs back in 1967. 

On the other side of this issue were energetic and motivated Peace Corps 

volunteers who were eager to serve their country and the world with altruistic goals such 

as ending world hunger, installing clean drinking water to remote villages and offering 

their teacher skills for educations to those less fortunate. These young Americans left for 

their Peace Corps missions politically naïve and idealistic about their potential 

contributions. Many of them returned to the United States after their two year 

assignments feeling deceived by Kennedy’s original vision of the Peace Corps as 

volunteers living in isolated villages, working on grassroots projects completely 

disconnected from politics. These young college graduates were interested in spreading 

world peace, not American imperialism. There, of course, were always exceptions, and 

some Peace Corps volunteers actively worked against unstated but undeniable State 

Department political interests. For example, in the Philippines during times of active 

communist insurgencies, there were Peace Corps volunteers who had close contacts and 
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good relations with groups opposed to Western capitalism. Yet the Peace Corps 

volunteers would have never admitted these connections in their official quarterly reports. 

They were savvy enough to know that such information would quickly find its way to the 

State Department’s “country desk” and get them dismissed from active duty (Sloan, 

2003). All of this is to say that it is impossible to make generalizations regarding the 

ulterior and exterior motives that motivated young Americans to join the Peace Corps. 

Instead I would like to “situationalize” my critiques of the Peace Corps to Marisol’s 

volunteer experience in Namibia between 1999 and 2001. 

 Marisol’s family would say that she was significantly changed by her two-year 

assignment in the Peace Corps. One of her sisters told her that she “seemed a lot more at 

peace when she came back from the Peace Corps” (06/19/02, p.18). Her stepmother 

observed that Marisol returned from Namibia “more committed to her principles” 

(06/11/02, p.10) of Christian Science. Marisol did not agree and seemed unresolved 

regarding her Peace Corps experience in Namibia and its effect on her perceptions of the 

world and her role in it. In this data chapter, I will explore living abroad under the 

auspices of the United States government’s Peace Corps program and how the experience 

impacted Marisol’s narration of her life story.  According to Carolyn Smith (1991), many 

of the Americans with overseas experiences returned changed (in an irreversible way) 

regarding how they viewed their country and its foreign policies. Smith (1991) described 

ex-Peace Corps volunteers, like Marisol, as Absentee Americans with the following 

characteristics:   

Absentee Americans have a better understanding of people who are different, 
perhaps because they feel so differently themselves, and that their capacity for 
empathy has been enhanced by living overseas. . . . Returnees often comment that 
living abroad has enhanced their ability to understand the differences in issues and 
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values between the First and Third Worlds, as well as majority and minority 
(especially immigrant) groups in the U.S. . . . The flip side of returnee’s sense of 
cultural relativity was an intensified awareness of ethnocentric tendencies 
amongst Americans (p.62).  
 

Marisol felt an Absentee American her entire life. Her sense of alienation began at the age 

of twelve, when she lost her mother. Her older brothers and sisters were too busy taking 

caring of the younger ones to spend much time or energy caring for her. Consequently, 

she ended up caring for herself and growing up alone in her own world. Her religious 

beliefs as a Christian Scientist also alienated her from the mainstream, but she justified 

this by stating it was for the better since she preferred to be disconnected from the kind of 

reality most white, middle-class Americans have created for themselves. Marisol seemed 

to follow Smith’s (1991) description of Absentee Americans. In the following excerpt 

Marisol used the example of “bungee jumping” to help explain her perspective on the 

ethnocentric tendencies in Americans: 

In the U.S. people are so spoiled. They take so much for granted. I mean think of 
the whole bungee jumping thing. They say you get these incredible adrenaline 
rushes if you do it. I mean how extravagant can that be? That you are so rich and 
so secure that you can jump off a bridge with your feet tied together and think that 
that is going to be fun and something you are willing to pay $100.00 to do? That 
to me is the epitome of extravagance. I do not want to be a part of that culture. A 
culture that needs to get thrills by paying tons of money to do something so 
foolish. Maybe they need to take a look at how other people live and how 
ridiculous that looks to someone who is barely surviving. I don’t mean to judge, 
and I can only give my opinion of what that would mean to me, but it doesn’t fit 
me and who I want to be. I don’t ever want to take my life for granted and put 
myself in harm’s way for a thrill. Because there are people all over the world that 
have to put themselves in harm’s way to survive. Its not an adrenaline to them, it 
is about survival. . . . It’s a luxury to be so narcissistic (6/19/03).  
 

Living in poverty within an insulated, wealthy community of New England meant 

ostracism for Marisol. She could not blend in with clothes bought at the Salvation Army 

while her wealthy classmates matched the latest styles from suburban department stores.  
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Their family was “always really poor” and her father had little time to spend with her 

since he “worked about fifteen hours a day only to return home to sleep for six hours” 

and then go back to work again. Although Marisol described her family as disadvantaged, 

she placed her situation of poverty in relative terms and considered her family middle 

class when compared to the squalor experienced by poor families living in El 

Cachimbazo.  

In the following life chronotope, I will take the reader through a brief history of 

the Peace Corps with its compliance and rebellion to United States’ foreign policy from 

the late 1960s until the 1990s.  By creating a sociopolitical context in which to place 

Marisol’s identities, experiences and epistemologies, I hope to make meaning out of her 

life stories as she lives in a postmodern/post-national space that often disgusts her.  

 

“Ask not what you can do for your country . . . ” 
 

On the other side of the globe, teachers, doctors, technicians, and experts desperately needed in a 
dozen fields by underdeveloped nations are pouring forth from Moscow to advance the cause of 
world communism . . . I am convinced that our young men and women, dedicated to freedom are 
fully capable of overcoming the efforts of Mr. Khrushchev’s missionaries who are dedicated to 
undermining that freedom (John F. Kennedy, a week before the election of 1960). 
 
 
Fueled by the fear of communist imperialism, President John F. Kennedy created 

a mythical, idealized portrait of the American abroad. The Department of State and the 

international business community had vested interests in good public relations work that 

marketed the American people to be as full of good intentions. After Kennedy’s narrow 

victory, the image of the Peace Corps volunteer captured America’s heart almost 

overnight. Thousands of would-be volunteers wrote to the White House for information, 

and by 1964, 45,654 Americans signed up to go overseas (Schwarz, 1991). President 

Kennedy wanted Americans (as well as the world) to see the United States as a nation full 
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of young people eager to serve who would live in foreign communities, speak the local 

languages, and respect the culture and traditions of their hosts (Schwarz, 1991). This new 

notion of an “American” was intended to reclaim the nation’s stature after the “slips” in 

leadership that America experienced in the 1950s. A series of international humiliations 

(like the 1957 launch of Sputnik by the Russians, a rock-throwing greeting to Vice 

President Nixon on his tour through Latin America and Castro’s 1959 victory in 

expropriating all American-owned enterprises in Cuba, just to name a few) caused the 

country’s image to sink to new lows. The publication of the The Ugly American” (1958), 

a best-selling novel by Eugene Burdick and William Lederer, made matters worse by 

describing the bumbling incompetence of American diplomats working abroad. The 

Peace Corps, with its dashing director (Kennedy’s brother-in-law), Sargent Shriver, 

headed the mission to counteract “the ugly American” image of an aggressive, capitalist 

America, full of imperialist notions. The Peace Corps volunteers came to represent all the 

things that Americans wanted to feel about themselves and their country’s foreign 

policies (Schwarz, 1991).  

As nice as it would be to believe the mythical altruism born and raised in 

America’s capitalist system, the Peace Corps was developed with a more dubious agenda. 

Young, idealistic and adventure-seeking Americans were set up to play essential roles in 

public relations on behalf of American power and influence in the developing world 

(Windmiller, 1970). In fact, it was unrealistic to think these young people could 

accomplish any significant change without a systematic change to the globalization of 

world capitalism. 
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Moving Away from the Mainstream 
 
 Right around the time that Kennedy took office, Marisol’s parents met and were 

married. Since they began a family early on, they did not have much time or money to 

travel abroad. They were from humble backgrounds and had twelve children to support. 

Marisol’s father worked hard in high school to pay for college so he could leave “the 

gang-infested slums of New York City” (First Interview, 6/19/03) and to move to a high 

tax bracket community in New England where he knew his children would get a good 

education. His bachelor’s degree in graphic design, however, was not enough education 

to get him the kind of job he needed to support such a large family, and after the 

Reaganomic recession he went to work as a security guard at the Christian Science 

Headquarters in Boston.  

Marisol’s parents were strict Christian Scientists. They advised their children to 

close their eyes when violence came on TV or cover their ears and hum when they heard 

TV commercials about medicine. Her family purposely lived outside of mainstream 

culture because of their strict religious beliefs. Yet the urban riots, the civil rights struggle 

and America’s deepening involvement in the Vietnam War entered their living room on 

nightly newscasts reported live from the front lines. Their prayers for peace (one of the 

core principles of the Christian Science practice) was their only way to participate in the 

antiwar activities surrounding Vietnam22.  

 

 

 
                                                 
22 Christian Science expounds the belief that through prayer we can overcome boundaries of national and 
political affiliations. Prayer helps to lift individual and collective thought to a place where everyone shares 
a common goal of peace (Sentinel, 2003). 
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The Dream That Died 

By 1968 it seemed the “dream” that so many Civil Rights activists had lead 

Americans to believe in was shattered with the assassinations of Martin Luther King and 

Robert Kennedy. With their murders came a slow death to American optimism and 

idealism.  A growing skepticism began to erode Americans’ faith in their government and 

its foreign policy. Peace Corps officials tried strenuously to safeguard the agency from 

this decline as it was bombarded by critics on all fronts. There were developing nations, 

like the island of Colombo, who criticized the employment of Peace Corps volunteers 

who were merely B.A. Generalists23 lacking the technical skills to provide their people 

with any useful instruction. The Peace Corps tried in vain to recruit older, more 

experienced volunteers to take the place of the B.A. Generalists, but the largest pool of 

applicants came from men who were avoiding the draft. It was not uncommon during this 

time to hear recruiters of the Peace Corps imply that college students had other 

alternatives to serve their country than serving in the military. Recruiters respun their 

message to say, “Participation means more than carrying signs or wordy protests. It 

means VISTA24 and Peace Corps: sharing the lives of the poor and the outcasts” 

(Mothner, 1966). Without fully understanding the implication of this message, the Peace 

Corps received thousands of applications from men who were evading the draft. 

Consequently, as they were dispatched abroad, they broadcasted their antiwar message 

far and wide. The volunteers on “active duty” requested transfers or early dismissals 

during the early 1970s because they felt their lives were in danger due to the United 

                                                 
23 B.A. Generalists were Peace Corps volunteers that moved into teaching slots in foreign educational 
systems without any formal training in teaching. The majority of them were recent liberal arts graduates 
and their talents did not match up with the needs in the countries they were serving (Schwarz, 1991). 
24 VISTA refers to “Volunteers in Service to America,” a domestic Peace Corps established by President 
Johnson as part of his “War on Poverty.” 
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States military’s unpopular bombings in Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos25. This clandestine 

insurgency mission carried over into future generations of Peace Corps volunteers in the 

1980s and through to the present. The following quotation comes from an ex-Peace Corps 

volunteer who served two years in the late 1980s in the Philippines. Kris Sloan’s candid 

reaction to those who evaded the draft illustrated the complexity involved in public and 

private identities in the antiwar/anti-imperialism mission pursued under the guise of the 

Peace Corps: 

This is interesting [how those who were evading the draft broadcasted their anti-
war message abroad] as it mirrors my own case. In the 1980s I was big into 
Central American politics/liberation theology/anti-Contra activism . . . when I 
went into the Peace Corps, I sort of took this with me as an “explicit” mission . . . 
a sort of “anti-imperialist/anti-militarism” stance within an imperialist 
enterprise…and I met many Peace Corps volunteers who were/felt similar (Sloan, 
2003). 

  
By the 1970s many of the first volunteers had finished their assignments and 

formed the Committee of Returned Peace Corps Volunteers (CRV) 26. Together the CRV 

wrote articles and presented their position papers against the Vietnam War at national and 

international conferences. In fact, the Committee of Returned Volunteers issued a 

position paper that stated clearly how they believed in their right to speak out against the 

Vietnam War, even if they were receiving salaries from the U.S. Department of State. 

After all, were they not promoting the principles of a democracy abroad? One of their 

position papers in 1968 reinforced this point: 

The ultimate purpose of the volunteer service is as an expression of cooperation 
between people to deal with the problems common to all men, and not a 
relationship of representatives of one society to another (Volunteers, 1968).  

                                                 
25 Recent unpublished materials released as part of the Freedom of Information Act of 1966 indicated that 
United States conducted covert bombing and invasion of a neutral Laos and Cambodia by deceiving 
Congress and the American people (Hitchen, 2001).   
26 The Committee of Returned Volunteers was an organization of Peace Corps alumni and veterans of other 
overseas programs(Schwarz, 1991). 
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Members of the House Foreign Affairs Committee in the United States Senate were “so 

fed up with the volunteers” who protested the Vietnam War that they almost did away 

with the program all together. The Peace Corps stayed intact, but many of the 

assumptions that had come to define this governmental institution and the doubts it raised 

about Americans’ unquestioned altruism was put to the test with the next generations. 

 

The Resignation of Nixon and the Reservation of Americans 

The year Marisol was born (1974), marked a pivotal year of mistrust in American 

domestic and foreign policies. Nixon was forced to resign after the Watergate 

investigations. The military was under scrutiny for insisting on staying in Vietnam even 

when its objectives were murky at best. Due to the protesters’ ceaseless efforts, the 

military finally pulled its troops out of Vietnam in 1973 and South Vietnam surrendered 

in 1975. Marisol had five older brothers and sisters, however, who came from the “Me” 

generation of Americans who were much more rebellious and skeptical than later 

generations. Many in this generation saw the Peace Corps as a negative caricature of 

clandestine colonialism. Marisol told me her older siblings did not support her interest in 

doing service work abroad. She explained how they thought she was “crazy” to have such 

an itch to travel and put an end to world poverty. They preferred to stay at home and take 

care of themselves and their families. The following excerpt came from Marisol’s first 

interview after I asked her why her siblings said she was “crazy” to work for the Peace 

Corps. 

I don’t think they really see me as crazy [for wanting to work in the Peace Corps]. 
They just say that as a way of dismissing the fact that they aren’t traveling (her 
voice breaks as if she would cry). Maybe justifying to themselves why they are 
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not traveling and helping the poor. It is easier for them to dismiss my concerns 
with global poverty and say, “oh you are just crazy” or “you just want to escape 
the real world [by living abroad]. I love that [latter] comment, that always trips 
me up, man. Like I want to say,  
 

Wait a minute, you all live like 4 percent of the world population and you 
want to say that you are living in the real world ?! You’re the ones that 
must be avoiding the real world, yeah with the rest of that 4 percent.  

 
I just deal with those kind of comments with sarcasm while also trying to inform 
them about what I have learned living abroad (06/19/02, p. 19). 
 

Yet there was good reason for her older siblings to be skeptical of Marisol’s idealistic 

nature when it came to working for the Peace Corps. Some of them would have been 

teenagers and adults during one of the most the sordid periods of Cold War imperialist 

exercises and the irresponsible political strategies of the Vietnam War (Hitchen, 2001).   

 

The Lost Generations 

By the time the Vietnam War ended in 1975, several generations of middle class 

Americans had the opportunity to travel abroad, whether it be part of the Peace Corps, the 

military or service/work/study abroad programs27. Many Americans returned home, 

altered and estranged due to their experience abroad, and others did not return at all and 

became expatriates. Theodore Saloutos (1972) called these estranged Americans the 

“Lost Generation of the 1960s,” which rivaled with the generation after World War I as 

one of the largest groups of people to exit the United States for good. He explains: 

The rebellious spirit that erupted and brought forth the so-called “Lost 
Generation” after World War I . . . now can be compared to some extent with our 
turbulent 1960s and 1970s when many protested against our involvement in 

                                                 
27 Operation Crossroads Africa was similar to the Peace Corps except it required only a six month mission 
in the African continent. This institution proceeded the Peace Corps (first thought of in 1954, organized in 
1957, and put into operation in 1958 with sixty young Americans and one Canadian). Subsequently projects 
were carried out until 1962 when the Peace Corps took over their missions (Isaacs, 1961). 
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Southeast Asia: the greedy, grasping ways of Americans, and efforts to export and 
implant our ways of doing things on foreign lands ( p. 5).  

 

When Marisol was five in 1979, this growing sense of insecurity and dislocation 

intensified in 1979 with the longest hostage crisis in United States history (lasting 444 

days) and the Sandinistas’ [communist-leaning political party] victory in Nicaragua. The 

Carter administration’s nonviolent means of negotiating with Central American 

neighbors28 and the Middle East hostage-takers seemed to make American voters 

impatient and in want of a more aggressive foreign policy. Carter’s approach emphasized 

cultural reciprocity29 instead of imperialism in the goals of the Peace Corps, which proved 

to be unpopular, and the B.A. Generalists were welcomed back into the organization. The 

Carter administration, however, provided volunteers with more extensive training to 

address basic human needs such as adequate food and potable water in developing 

countries (Schwarz, 1991).  

 

Reaganomics 

Many conservative Americans grew impatient with the Carter administration and 

in the next election brought in Ronald Reagan to undo most of what Carter had tried to 

accomplish in United States foreign policy. President Reagan took over the economy 

                                                 
28 Jimmy Carter’s agreement to hand over the Panama Canal to Panamanians in 1999, his handling of the 
hostage crisis in Iran in 1979 and his increase in U.S. development aid and diplomatic initiatives even after 
his years in office, have provided the United States government with the popularity they were trying to 
muster with the Peace Corps. Jimmy Carter is one of Latin America’s favorite American heroes. Proof of 
this admiration comes from his unprecedented invitation to Cuba by Fidel Castro in May of 2002 and his 
winning of for the Nobel Peace Prize in September of 2002.   
29 Cultural Reciprocity is the opposite of the Banking Concept and comes from Paulo Freire’s book 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Freire defines the Banking concept as a colonizing mentality where those with 
power believe their mission is merely to fill the empty heads of the natives with the knowledge they believe 
is necessary. In the banking concept there is little room for equilateral relationships between First World 
and Third World nations (Freire, 1993). 
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with a conservative agenda of cutting taxes for the rich and programs for the poor (which 

are still being realized to this day). Reaganomics exacerbated an already unstable 

economy left by Carter’s presidency, sending the United States and the world into a 

serious recession. Marisol’s father lost his job in graphic design during this time and took 

the job as a security guard at the Christian Science Headquarters in Boston. During these 

years of elementary school, Marisol became envious of those students who got new 

clothes every season and of those who came back from spring break tan, cheerful and full 

of stories about Disney world. Punk culture spread to the United States from England 

during this time, influencing Marisol’s preference for used clothes (that did not support 

consumerist culture), for the Beastie Boys (as a counter-culture reaction to more 

mainstream entertainers) and her critical take on American society in general.  

 

Terrorism Justifies Invasions 

Marisol was nine in 1983 when a terrorist bombing killed 281 United States 

marines in Lebanon. After this attack, President Reagan sent American troops to Grenada 

to "restore a democratic government and rid the country of communist elements.” The 

Reagan administration focused special attention on the spread of Marxism in Central 

America and consequently sent a great number of Peace Corps volunteers to Belize, 

Honduras, Guatemala and Costa Rica. Although the two largest Peace Corps volunteer 

programs were found in Honduras and the Philippines, they were not always welcomed 

by the governments who received their volunteers. In fact, one Belizean government 

official was quoted stating that there were too many Peace Corps volunteers in proportion 

to their needs (Donsinger, 1987). During this time of preoccupation regarding 
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“communism in our backyard,” the Reagan administration lifted its embargo on the sales 

of arms to Guatemala and sent $6.3 million in spare parts for helicopters that were used 

in the massacres orchestrated by Rios Montt.  

Henry Kissinger (who served as Reagan’s chairman of the Presidential 

Commission on Central America) issued a report warning the Reagan administration that 

widespread poverty and social injustice made democracies particularly vulnerable to 

communism. In the years that followed, Central America (especially Guatemala and El 

Salvador) would become “money pits” of United States foreign and direct military aid 

(Barry, 1991). Consequently, Henry Kissinger and his staff (including Oliver North), 

busied themselves in trying to cover up the terrifying activities the United States 

supported to “rid communist factions from Central America.” The United States foreign 

policy also turned its attention to the critical food shortages and droughts that made the 

expansive continent of Africa “vulnerable to communist regimes.” From 1986 until 1990, 

nine hundred Peace Corps volunteers were placed in seven countries under a program 

called the African Food System Initiative (AFSI). The Peace Corps adopted President 

Reagan’s belief that the answer to Third World poverty lay in small business 

development and placed an agency priority on volunteers who could assist with  “micro 

enterprise” assignments (Schwarz, 1991). There were many Americans who had traveled 

to Third World countries to work for the Peace Corps or other solidarity missions who 

came home believing that if their fellow Americans only knew what was really going on 

in “those countries,” they would do something to change it. As hopelessly naïve as that 

sounds in today’s cynical climate, it was a different historical moment. That generation of 

Gringos believed they had the power to change the desperate destinies of Third World 



 202

nations, an idea which was psychologically re-enforced through Peace Corps rhetoric. 

Diane Nelson (1999) describes this historical moment in the U.S. in the 1980s in the 

following way:  

Both solidarity with the people of apartheid in South Africa (including the 
divestment movement’s focus on finance capital’s world reach) and of Central 
America (which was wondrously emboldened by the Sandinista victory of 1979 
and highly focused on the fragility of “democracy” in the United States as 
homelessness exploded, the Sanctuary Movement challenged national boundaries- 
maintenance and the Iran Contra scandal grew) were about linking lives and 
struggles transnationally in relatively black and white ways (p. 45). 

 

Marisol’s World Falls Apart 

The struggles and chaos spurred on by the politics of the 1980s, mirrored 

Marisol’s personal life at the time as well. Six months after Marisol’s mother died, her 

father remarried, and the entire family moved into her new stepmother’s house. Marisol 

described the house and her sense of alienation during this time in her life in the 

following way:  

I was in sixth grade when my mother died and six months later we moved to a 
new house. Our old house had sagging bookshelves and worn out spaces on the 
carpet where my brothers and sisters had played for years. That was a real sense 
of home for me, a place of warmth. I always felt “Ahh, I was going home” when I 
returned there after school. We moved into this new house that was like out of 
Better Homes and Gardens. And we couldn’t eat anywhere but the kitchen, we 
couldn’t put our feet up. Everything had to be perfect. I didn’t feel at all at home 
there at all (6/19/02). 
 

Marisol’s older siblings were too busy taking care of her younger brothers and sister, who 

needed a mother’s care more than she did at the age of twelve. Her father still had to 

work all day and could not attend to his children. As a coping mechanism, Marisol 

withdrew into her own world, walking on the periphery of family life by working and 

studying and living by her own principles.  
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In 1989, George Herbert Walker Bush won the presidency and pushed the United 

States into an even more aggressive, conservative agenda at home and abroad. Early on in 

her adolescence, Marisol understood there would not be much public assistance for her 

education, so she busied herself with her studies, her extracurricular activities and odd 

jobs to qualify for fellowships and save money for college. By the time she was sixteen, 

she worked at a local Pizza Hut everyday after school. She saved every penny of her 

earnings for college and consciously dismissed the need for material things (like new 

clothes) as part of her religious beliefs and tried to focus on the more important truths, 

such as pursuing knowledge, meaningful friendships and running for office in her public 

school elections. Her father taught her how to develop a sense of pride in the face of 

those who did not respect her Christian Science beliefs or her economic status. Her 

father’s coping skills were helpful to her as she struggled financially through high school, 

but later in life Marisol found this sense of pride got in the way of empathizing with 

people with whom she worked in El Salvador, Namibia and Guatemala.  

By the time she was seventeen years old, Marisol decided it was time to break 

free from her family and their difficult economic situation and qualified to attend a 

summer program sponsored by an Ivy League University for high school students. 

During this summer, she met friends and professors who respected her for her intellect 

and accepted her into academic circles that would help her down the road as she applied 

for scholarships for college and graduate school. With the helpful mentors she met at the 

university, she began to find a new world of intellectual pursuits that kept her entertained 

in her own principled world for years to come. 
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Marisol returned to high school after her summer university experience blessed 

with more confidence, which in turn helped her focus on her next endeavor: getting into 

college and finding a scholarship. Her efforts paid off, and by the end of her senior year 

she received notification that she would be attending a New England university on a full 

academic scholarship. As a gift to herself, during the summer of 1992, Marisol “did 

Outward Bound” before entering college. She told me that during this time in her life she 

was slowly learning that by taking risks and learning how to put herself out there and 

expose herself to learning about her weaknesses and strengths, which helped her to get 

ahead in her academic pursuits. She described Outward Bound as “a really good way to 

become more comfortable with any situation”: 

Going on Outward Bound was HUGE because everyone was so uncomfortable. 
You have seventy pounds on your back for twelve hours a day (laughter). I’ve 
never been in so much pain in my entire life on a physical as well as a spiritual 
level. Everyone is all happy at the beginning and smiling all the time and by the 
end everyone is swearing at each other. I realized then, wow, I don’t have to be 
like that I can still be nice and I don’t have to let this get to me. Just seeing the 
facades drop off and knowing that people’s true colors are underneath all that, I 
realized that I didn’t have to take things for face value, that I didn’t have to act 
with these facades ever. It was a huge revelation for me (6/19/02). 
  

Marisol entered college the same year President Bush sent troops to Saudi Arabia to 

"protect the Middle East" allies (1990) because Iraqi leader, Saddam Hussein had seized 

Kuwait. While in college, Marisol’s critical worldview expanded to the U.S. foreign 

policy not only in the Middle East, but also in Central America and Africa.  
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The Political Critiques of the 1990s 

Because of The Freedom of Information Act of 1966, thousands of classified 

documents were released to the public. Many authors took advantage of this new 

information and published books on the national and international covert operations of 

the presidencies of the twentieth century. A critical literature on United States foreign 

policy30 made its way into liberal arts courses in universities around the country, including 

Marisol’s university. Marisol was determined to stay optimistic, however, as she learned 

about the dismal state of global affairs and the conniving ways of our leaders. She 

described how this thirst to stay idealistic led her to her first travel abroad experience: 

I had a professor who told me during my undergrad years that world poverty would 
never end. And I refused to believe it. And so I started studying it a little bit and 
learning about what the U.S. does to help that situation, like USAID, and I then 
wanted to know which countries are given money. I discovered that El Salvador was 
the third highest recipient of AID funds in the world. So I wondered why is this 
country still so poor if it is getting so much aid? And as I started to investigate where 
all the money was going, I decided I needed to go down there and check it out for 
myself. I read about the war and how much the U.S. did to make the war continue. 
And that just fascinated me that the U.S. government would be involved in so much 
injustice. And so I had one connection down there with a Spanish teacher from high 
school, so I knew I had a place to stay. I also started looking at where I should study 
and I found out that the university that was publishing the books I was reading was la 
Universidad Simon Canas, the very place where the six Jesuit priests were killed in 
1989. This fact made it all the more fascinating and I decided I wanted to study there 
for a semester. So I wrote them a letter and I got a response a year later and flew 
down there (06/19/02). 

  

After her first experience abroad, Marisol decided to dedicate her life to contributing to 

finding the solution to world hunger. In 1996, after graduating from college, she 

volunteered for Teach for America and worked in the California public schools teaching 

                                                 
30 Some of the critical literature that questioned twentieth century administrations’ ethics and authority to 
wage war were  Hutchins’s (2001) book, The Trials of Henry Kissinger, Walter Lafeber’s Inevitable 
Revolutions, Jennifer Harbury’s (1995) Bridges of Courage, Schlesinger & Kinzer’s (1999) Bitter Fruit, 
just to name a few) . 
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English as a Second Language (ESL). She said the experience was a real eye-opener for 

her as she witnessed the discrimination that many Central Americans received in the 

United States. As soon as she finished her volunteer mission with Teach for America, she 

received her acceptance letter from the Peace Corps in Namibia.  

Right after Namibia achieved its independence from South Africa in 1988, the 

Peace Corps was quick to ready a program for the new country. Even though Marisol did 

not arrive in Namibia until eleven years later (in 1999), the people of Namibia were still 

not welcoming to the Peace Corps volunteers. As much as Marisol enjoyed living in her 

own world, her first year in Namibia seemed to be a bit too alienating for anyone’s 

comfort level, although she perceived the experience optimistically in the following 

excerpt:  

It was so hard in Namibia. I didn’t have friends for more than nine months. Nine 
months being alone is a long time in Namibia or in the U.S. After spending two 
years in the bush, where I spent a lot of my time alone, I learned that I preferred 
doing things alone rather than going out. I would stay home and watch TV or 
practice my guitar or read a book. [Before living in Namibia] I used to hate 
staying home [on the weekends] because I felt like I was such a loser . . . but in 
Namibia I was more comfortable with myself and had no bad feelings about 
staying in on a Friday night. This was a huge revelation for me. So that quality 
stayed in me even after I left Namibia. So I think that the more I travel and the 
more personality traits that I pick up along the way, makes my personality all the 
stronger, all the more constant as I add new things to the mix. More and more I 
feel I am getting comfortable with who I am and am able to be myself in the 
foreign and home territories. This time when I came back from Namibia I tried to 
set up my life the way I did in Namibia. Maybe it is because I am more mature 
now (6/19/02).  

 
As difficult as this Peace Corps volunteer mission was for Marisol, she maintained an 

optimistic attitude about learning from each of these experiences. She was intent on 

living a simple and humble life that was dedicated to higher principles of truth, 

knowledge and justice. For other returnees, however, the aftereffect of their adventures in 
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the Peace Corps often made them cringe with feelings of failure, shame, guilt and 

inadequacy. The following quotation by Kris Sloan (2003) illustrates the negativity that 

can seep into one’s perception of their identities, life stories and epistemologies: 

I have always thought that the Peace Corps—as an experience—is so much more 
powerful through hindsight, although it usually involves heavy critique/negativity. 
When I think back to the “me” that was a Peace Corps volunteer in the 
Philippines—through the lens of the person I am now—I cringe. I feel like a 
failure and maybe even a dupe. I see now that I was inadequately prepared to 
actually understand what was happening to me then. Cross-cultural experiences 
are just so complex and time is just so short as a Peace Corps volunteer that it 
seems almost inevitable that through the benefit of hindsight that one will always 
see the negative or the shortcomings of that experience…added to all of this is the 
“high-stakes” nature of the position . . . “saving the world” after all is pretty damn 
important and as one invariably fails in doing so, remorse, guilt, shame, 
inadequacy seem natural bi-products.  And this failure brings with it a desire for 
deeper understanding . . . hence the reason that many Returnee Peace Corps 
volunteers move into academia or keep working in international development. 
These folks want not only to “rectify” their previous shortcomings, but also want 
to better understand the origin of them (both internally and externally). 
 

 
Art  Chronotope 

 
I have illustrated in the previous section that the life chronotope of Marisol was 

influenced by the controversial creation and continuation of the Peace Corps. U.S. 

foreign policy and the perceptions of Americans from the 1960s until the 1990s is 

reflected through the kaleidoscopic lens of how this United States State Department 

institution wanted to be seen by the world: a collage of good-natured, apolitical, capable 

Americans living abroad and sharing their wealth of knowledge with the 

“underdeveloped world.” In a general sense, the Peace Corps is a kind of modern-day 

myth that projects an idealized portrait of the American character (Schwarz, 1991). “The 

Peace Corps myth” is an art chronotope defined by its creative means of selecting certain 
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details to highlight in order to achieve the particular effect of altruism, Yankee ingenuity 

and egalitarianism.  

  Yet, there is an aspect of the telling of Marisol’s identity narratives that reflects a 

more personalized art chronotope; ways in which Marisol loops back over similar themes 

time and time again, stemming from her strong religious convictions. One of these 

themes was her emphasis on not being “a proud American,” as if her disassociation with 

the materialism of American society allowed her to live a more ascetic lifestyle, free of 

the mesmerism into which so many Americans are drawn.  

 
I Am Not a Proud American 

 
I am not a proud American at all and I don’t identify myself that way at all. I identify myself as 
someone who grew up with fewer resources than most Americans and under circumstances that 
were much harder than most Americans, especially of my race, even though being a white 
American gives some people privilege. I know a lot of people of other heritages that have had a lot 
more privileges than me, so I don’t think it is all about my race. I would really define myself more 
by my experiences (06/07/02, p.6). 
 
Marisol maintained the belief that getting out of the United States was the best 

thing she could do for her consciousness. She was intent on living her life in simple terms 

and “not getting sucked up in the mesmerism” of the colonizing logic of a consumer 

culture such as the United States. She perceived American society as encouraging 

competition, greed and selfishness, all of which worked against humanitarian values and 

community development. Marisol perceived the United States as having lost a lot of the 

generous and loving gestures of goodness that Latin Americans cultivated in their 

cultures.  Edward Spicer (1971) explained that this opposition (to American culture) is an 

essential factor in the maintenance of a persistent ethnic identity (or religious identity in 

Marisol’s case). Moreover, the development of a persistent (religious) identity in 

opposition to the dominant group has both structural and historical antecedents (Gibson 
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& Ogbu, 1991). Marisol’s oppositional identification with mainstream culture, therefore, 

had the effect of reinforcing her religious affiliation with the Christian Scientists to some 

extent31. The Christian Science religion placed a great deal of importance on freeing 

oneself from the burdens of materialism. Marisol preferred to leave the United States 

every few years and live abroad because she felt the experience “made her a better 

person” when she was away from “the pull” that made her competitive and selfish. I think 

this “pull” was more about her family’s values and American society tugging on her than 

anything else. She implied this in the following explanation of the insufficiencies in her 

childhood and the challenge to let down her guard: 

I think the insufficiencies I had as a child and the ones I continue to battle now are 
really deeply rooted. I don’t find them in other people very often. I think they are 
just terrible traits. I grew up with a sense of pride that can be so egotistical . . . a 
self-awareness and confidence about being different . . . as being better. . . . I 
think that part of it has to do with the amount of children in our family and the 
amount of competitiveness there was for our parents’ affection. I see this 
[competitive] sentiment in my siblings as well.  We had to work as a group, but 
we also had to stake our turf. When I got to college I realized there were a lot 
people who were genuinely nice and loving. Like you, even you, you have this 
warmth, this glow about you that is unreserved. I think that is the way I would 
want to be. It’s just hard for me to be that generous, I guess, emotionally anyway 
(6/19/02). 
 

Marisol, however, did not put the blame entirely on her family for the traits that were 

“deeply rooted,” she saw the United States full of lures and temptations that kept her 

from her path of righteousness. This excerpt explains her point of view on this “pull” of 

American materialistic culture: 

The U.S. can distract you too much. There is always so much movement, emotion 
and clever ways devised to catch your attention. It is almost mesmerizing and 
hypnotic. It is hard to keep your thoughts clear when in the U.S. Not just because 

                                                 
31 Although I have described Marisol as a Christian Scientist, she does not follow all the rules of her 
religion. For example, she lived with a boyfriend for a few years, she drank alcohol in college and 
occasionally she drinks herbal teas.  
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of the media, TV, the radio, but also with your friends and your family. They have 
been brought up in this society and believe all those things are real and they want 
to pull you into it too. They have their ways of manipulating you into the 
mesmerism. And until you are aware of it, you can’t escape it. It is like being 
caught up in a wave. This summer, I knew I couldn’t stay in the states, I could 
feel myself getting sucked into the mesmerism. I had to get away from it for a 
while [and came to El Cachimbazo for two and a half months](6/19/02). 

It seemed to me that Marisol was battling something within herself that made her 

disapproving of herself as well as those around her. When she was outside of the United 

States, it seemed she did not experience this kind of scrutiny. She explained this point 

when she described why her time in El Salvador was so significant to her:  

I felt I had the freedom to be the way I wanted to be because no one knew me and 
even though there were assumptions, I was freer from assumptions in El Salvador 
than in the U.S. So I felt I got to see my true self in El Salvador for the first time, 
because I could be whoever I wanted to be (6/19/02). 

As I listened to her tell me about her experience living in El Salvador, I was left with 

more questions than answers: Was she really against the culture of the United States or 

was it that she was running away from her resentment at her “hard-knock life” as a child? 

Or was she more receptive to community based living because of its nurturing qualities? 

These are questions I have wondered about myself as well. I find that being away from 

the United States has helped me escape some very painful aspects of my childhood. I find 

that, like Marisol, I look for the warmth, the affection and the maternal nurturing I missed 

as a child in my experiences in Latin American cultures. When I asked Marisol to 

describe the place that she felt the most “at home,” her explanation of a women’s soccer 

team in El Salvador told me much more about the things that she was lacking “at home” 

with her family in New England than the rules of soccer in El Salvador: 

On the playing field, you always play by the rules. In society there are all sorts of 
rules that are so subtle, you may not get them, but in soccer there are clear rules 
that everyone plays by. It’s like everyone is the same. The only difference is the 
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color of the uniform and differences really break down. They forget that you are 
an American and see you as different. They see you as a soccer player, part of the 
team. Playing soccer really helped me to feel integrated. 
 

This quotation indicated to me that Marisol felt “too different” because of her religious 

and her economic status growing up in a prep-school town in New England. And that 

even though she said she didn’t want to associate with its materialistic culture, I think 

deep down she wished that she was accepted and appreciated for who she was in her 

hometown. Marisol’s need to be accepted by her community, even though she was 

different, was a very important aspect of her time abroad. In all fairness, however, 

Marisol’s needs were no different than most Americans abroad or at home: isn’t it an 

innate human need to have a sense of belonging, especially as borders blur into this post-

national/postmodern confusion in which we live? Diane Nelson (1999) described how 

solidarity work can provide a variety of pleasurable positioning for the Gringa 

anthropologists who become “the object of [Central American] solidarity work.” 

Gathering testimony (as both Marisol and I have done during our Central American 

experiences) meant earning trust and being appreciated for the opportunity to be heard. 

Marisol described this pleasure in the following explanation of her work gathering 

testimony about the Civil War in El Salvador:  

I mean what a privilege to have that kind of connection to people. For them to be 
so open and honest with me was very sacred. I just felt lucky all the time. So I 
guess that sentiment [of pleasure] just jazzed me in such a way that I knew that 
this is the kind of vibe I wanted for my life. That is what made me want to learn 
more about other cultures and people (6/19/02). 
 

Dorrine Kondo (1990) described the pleasure of being the center of attention while 

working in solidarity with another country’s struggles as being “hailed, or called out . . . 

in a way that functions like a seal of approval in these days of intense critique of the 
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white first-world-I-eye” (p.24).  Recourse to the politics of solidarity can offer a 

protective mystique for Gringas, “a space cloaked in good intentions and activist politics 

from which they are given the authority to speak unproblematically of the Other” 

(Nelson, 1999). The following quotation is an example of how Marisol spoke 

“unproblematically” about her status as an American and her identification with the 

“other culture” without a critical analysis as to why she might be accepted in Third World 

countries and welcomed with open arms: 

Because the women who were part of the [soccer] team were fuerte (strong-
willed), they weren’t taking crap from anyone. And I could relate to them because 
that is kind of the way I am in the states . . . so it was easy to fit into that part of 
the culture. We were best friends and they included me in all their plans, all 
weekends, all nights, all the time. I don’t think I have ever had friends like that in 
the U.S. before. I was there six months and within three months I had this close-
knit group of friends where we did everything together. It was really great. They 
really included me and because of their friendship, I was able to integrate so 
quickly. It made such an impact on me. I mean who wouldn’t love being around 
friends all the time. I played soccer with them everyday and we were seen like a 
famous football team is in the U.S. and I am sure that brought us closer together 
too. That was a hugely positive thing for me. But I would say that the other people 
I met were just as kind. Soccer was just my tool of integration (6/19/02).  

 
From the beginning of my fieldwork, women were interested in getting to know me and 

were receptive to taking part in my study. Although I prefer to think that they were 

attracted to my personality, I must admit to carrying an invisible knapsack of privileges 

(McIntosh, 1988). Theses privileges include: an ability to pay a rent that few locals can 

afford, a capability to travel back and forth between the U.S. and Guatemala, bringing 

cherished commodities for families in El Cachimbazo, the chance to obtain a job in an 

international organization without much effort, and an ability to gain social capital with 

regards to bringing more American tourists into established local businesses. I wondered 
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if Marisol critically reflected on the privileges that she carried in her “invisible backpack” 

while she played soccer in a women’s league in El Salvador. 

 

The Search for Transcendent Qualities 

Embedded within this theme of not being proud of her American heritage is 

Marisol’s search for “the transcendent qualities across cultures that could be somehow 

manipulated into eliminating poverty.” Marisol’s determination to stay idealistic led her 

to the conclusion that if codes of ethics regarding work, truth and justice were actually 

practiced and respected then “these codes could be manipulated into one policy that could 

really serve the people of the whole world”(6/19/02). She liked to think about what 

brought people together and what pulled them apart during her daily interactions abroad. 

She dedicated her intellectual pursuits in graduate school to the question, “Are our beliefs 

so diverse that we could never act as one governing body?”  She predicted that in “our 

lifetime we will see the world getting closer and closer to being governed by one 

governing body.”32 Marisol believed it was important to contemplate these ideas and learn 

how to better foster these codes of ethics in the world. The Christian Science church 

emphasized, “all men have one mind, one God and Father, one truth, life and love. 

Mankind will become perfect in proportion as this fact becomes apparent” (Eddy, 2003). 

Marisol illustrated this philosophy of life as she described how her father embodied so 

many of the Christian Science values that she strived for: 

He is open, purely loving and sees things at such a spiritual level that he never 
belittles others. He never said anything like “these poor creatures” [when he 
visited her in Namibia and talked to the native people]. He has so much trust in 
God that he provides everyone with this faith. Just watching him in action 

                                                 
32 I am not sure if Marisol was referring to a governing body of politics or spirituality, but I would assume 
that she meant both. 
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[interacting with people in Namibia] was so good, so refreshing. I have rarely 
seen that quality in others. He is so friendly and generous with his time and 
resources. In Namibia, he gave my host mother and father a ride to any place they 
wanted to go. That’s my Dad, he’s really cool (6/19/02).  

 
Marisol’s goal of finding the solution to poverty and injustice is admirable, if not overly 

ambitious. In my narrative of identities, I too have pursued similar lofty ideals in my 

travels to Third World countries with the objective of finding a means of solving the 

problem of inequality. Yet now, upon reflection, I find a critical question missing in both 

of our “white guilt genres”(Nelson, 1999). Why do we consider ourselves personally 

responsible for this global malaise, and why do we think our answers will be taken more 

seriously in the global community than others? This question becomes an easy self-

flagellation of the “mea culpa move” and reinscribes the power of Gringas and the 

powerlessness of everyone else (Nelson, 1999). 

For Marisol, who was studying public policy and international development at a 

prestigious Ivy League College in Boston, perhaps she was already familiar with the 

social capital that her degree would entitle her. Having my dissertation published as a 

book would give me the social capital I would need to be taken seriously in my activism 

on foreign policy. But there is more lurking beneath the surface. I see a “colonizing 

logic” developing in both Marisol’s narrative and my own regarding our identities. We 

somehow have been convinced that the world’s problems were our burden to bear and it 

was our responsibility to come up with the global solution. Of course, neither of us would 

want to be branded as academics with colonizing logic or white racism. Labels like that 

mean death to professional careers in international development, but under the surface, 

below our conscious thoughts, we somehow have managed to believe we are 

“responsible” for developing Third World nations into our idealistic views of how the 
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world should be run. Even though neither of us were in the Peace Corps mission in 

Guatemala, our ideals reflect the Peace Corps Act of 1961’s three main goals: 

To help the people of interested countries meet their needs for trained manpower 
and to help promote a better understanding of the American people on the part of 
the people served and a better understanding of other people on the part of the 
American people (Schwarz, 1991).  
 

This realization only makes me more aware of the “pull” that Marisol described as 

mesmerism. Her advise of trying to escape this mesmerism of colonizing logic is 

admirable if not futile. Marisol’s life and art chronotope push me to remember that 

changing the world starts with changing myself through critical awareness.  

 
Positionality and Perspectives 

My exchanges with Marisol always proved to challenge my preconceived 

assumptions of being able to “read” more into the participants’ lives who lived in similar 

situations to my upbringing in upper-middle-class suburban towns during the Reagan-

Bush era. Marisol’s narratives were a constant reminder that nothing is ever what it 

appears to be. I found she used the mantra “I am not what I look like I am” as an 

undercurrent in her entire narrative about who she was and how she got that way. Her 

intellectual sharpness pierced right through me as I realized she was right; I was filling in 

the blanks of her personality with colors that matched my experience. Even before she 

arrived in El Cachimbazo, I thought I had a sense of who she was since I had heard from 

the IPE Washington office that one of the interns for the summer was recruited from a 

prestigious Ivy League school in Boston. When I found out that Marisol was from a 

famous prep-school town in New England I thought for sure she had come from a 

privileged background. My preconceived notions were further solidified when I tried to 
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communicate with her via email before she moved down to Guatemala. My somewhat 

chatty attempt at getting acquainted before she left the United States was thwarted by the 

following email letter. Its precision in answering my questions with less than a sentence 

each indicated to me that either Marisol was too busy or just too cool to be fraternizing 

with a lowly University of Texas doctoral candidate (which says more about my 

insecurities than hers): 

1) Where are you studying now, what is your area of specialization? 
Master's degree in Public Policy.  Specialization in international 
development 

 
2) What prior study/travel/work abroad experiences have you had? 
El Salvador, independent research 1995 
Namibia, Peace Corps volunteer, 1999-2001 

 
3) What kind of work will you be doing in El Quiche, Guatemala? 
Field, participatory-building work 

 
4) What dates do you plan to be in El Quiche, Guatemala during the 2002  
Beginning June - end of August 2002 

5) Where will you be before and after your trip to Guatemala? 
Finishing graduate school, Boston, MA 

 
My knee jerk reaction was to perceive Marisol as cold and conceited without ever 

meeting her or remembering that email was often the culprit of wrong impressions. 

Perhaps it was just green envy (of her attendance at an Ivy League University I always 

dreamed of attending) or bitter recall (that she was like the snooty New England girls I 

knew in high school who would never let me into their cliquey and competitive 

community in Connecticut). I made some quick judgments about Marisol’s character 

without ever meeting her. As educated and self-aware as I espouse to be, this realization 

came as a shock to me and further illustrated the importance of not assuming anything 

about someone else, especially if they come from a similar background. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this data chapter, I have taken the reader through a brief history of the Peace Corps 

with its compliance and rebellion to United States foreign policy from the late 1960s until 

the 1990s. By creating a sociopolitical context for Marisol’s identities and 

epistemologies, I have attempted to make meaning out of her life as she has lived in a 

postmodern/post-national world. In the life and art chronotope of Marisol, I have also 

discussed the critical literature regarding the United States presidencies of the past fifty 

years and how the knowledge of their covert operations affected Marisol’s oppositional 

identification33 with the state of world affairs and an increasingly materialistic America. 

Lastly, I realized that the old adage still rings true:  

You can’t judge a book by its cover.  

We are always more complex than we appear on the surface. 
 

It’s not the skin we’re in; it’s the choices we make within.   

 
 

                                                 
33 Oppositional identity is a term coined by (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991) that pertains to involuntary minorities 
and their rejection of the mainstream culture due to discrimination. Although this term is used for 
“involuntary minorities,” I believe that Marisol espoused some of the characteristics of oppositional 
identity as she reject mainstream culture because she has never been accepted by it.  
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INTERPRETATION 
 

 
As a growing number of multicultural/transnational women float from one socio-

cultural and linguistic reality to another, it becomes increasingly imperative that we reach 

a more profound understanding of what it means to live between worlds. By emphasizing 

the feminine experience, I not only want to highlight the second sex’s 34 perspective 

because it had been neglected in the social sciences, but also because women in this study 

were particularly skilled at shifting their identity narratives according to the situation.  

Additionally, and most importantly, I found by chronicling the life stories of the 

multicultural/transnational women in my study, that they have used particularly valuable 

strategies for recovering from the trauma of civil war.  

 

The Creation of Female Safety Nets 

While living in El Cachimbazo I found it necessary to be able to cast a net of 

friendships that would cushion me from the blows of living alone as a  single Gringa. 

During my first hours in El Cachimbazo, I realized my vulnerability as I had to depend 

on Don Emilio’s advice for food and shelter. I found that those 

multicultural/transnational individuals, who had also felt that vulnerability moving to El 

Cachimbazo without knowing anyone, were the first to provide me with assistance. Upon 

meeting Christina, a Ladina participant my first day, I realized I had found the center of a 

large, encompassing safety net that was used by many multicultural/transnational women 

                                                 
34 I am referring to the title of Simone’s de Beauvoir’s classic work where she accounts for a history of 
women that has been neglected for thousands of years. She illustrates history, psychology and other social 
sciences from a feminine perspective. 
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during their stay in El Cachimbazo. Because Christina was originally from another 

jurisdiction and a single mother of three, she had a particular affinity for outsiders and 

understood how vulnerable and alone one could feel as a foreigner in a small town. Her 

immediate friendship and invitation to stay at her home provided access to a clan of 

multicultural/transnational women who protected and cared for me during my six month 

stay in El Cachimbazo. I found the other Gringa interns who came after me, also had to 

come to terms with their vulnerability living in a machismo culture and ask for help in 

ways they took for granted as single women at home. Julie Ann, for example, resisted the 

recommendations of our boss that she not walk around alone after dark. She eventually 

learned the hard way that she needed to be escorted home by others in the office. Marisol, 

as much as she would have liked to perceive herself as independent and living alone, had 

to come to me her first weekend in El Cachimbazo and borrow money. As a 

precautionary measure, the Gringa interns learned to appreciate the importance of 

coming together to protect each other from the trauma of displacement and alienation.   

Instead of seeing themselves autonomous and independent, most of the 

multicultural/transnational women in this study came to understand themselves and the 

world around them through a sense of connection and relatedness to others (Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1997). Of course, there were exceptions to the rule and I 

found them more apparent in the Gringa interns than the Guatemalans. I attributed this 

autonomous versus collective difference to the influence of capitalism and its inherent 

values in the Gringa interns’ than the Guatemalans. Yet, eventually, even the most 

independent-minded Gringa interns in the study: Julie Ann and Marisol were convinced 

of the importance of finding people they could call on in times of crisis (Piet-Pelon & 
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Hornby, 1985). This included maintaining ties with multicultural/transnational women 

who came from one’s own culture. Multicultural/transnational women such as myself, 

Christina and the Maya K’iche’ participants (like Margarita and Norma) offered critical 

assistance in showing the ropes to newcomers to this post-national space. Like a catchers 

in the rye35, Christina, Margarita, Norma and myself spun safety nets around the 

newcomers (like Marisol and Julie Ann) so that the identities of these participants would 

not capsize under stress. The following bullets explain other examples from my data sets 

that illustrate how the women in this study took care of each other and provided female 

safety nets for the other multicultural/transnational participants living and working in El 

Cachimbazo: 

• Sarah, a Gringa intern wanted to have a good-bye party for Julie Ann and 
Marisol because she knew how hard it was to move. Sarah had lived in 
seven homes across the Americas growing up and understood the 
important ritual of a despedida in accommodating to a 
multicultural/transnational woman’s identities. She understood that their 
travel narratives needed endings before they could create new beginnings. 

 
• I acted as the “welcome wagon” for the Gringa interns who came after me 

to El Cachimbazo. I took this role so seriously that I was willing to travel 
three hours to Guatemala City, just to make sure Sarah and Jasmine were 
greeted at the airport and not left stranded. Marisol, another Gringa intern, 
however, convinced me that I was being overprotective and to let them 
fend for themselves at the airport. 

 
• Gringa interns, Marisol, Sarah, Jasmine and myself teased each other that 

they we might never have become friends in the United States because we 
maneuvered in such different social circles. In El Cachimbazo, however, 
we were a surrogate family and acknowledged needing this safety net to 
survive as single Gringas. 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
35 The literary allusion of the catcher in the rye is a reference to J.D. Salinger’s classic novel  of a 
profoundly alienated youth who wanted to find a means of  “catching” others before their identities 
capsized in a world that was intolerant of differences.  
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• Two Maya K’iche participants Claraluz and Norma were close friends: 
they walked home together at night, they ate lunch together at the stalls in 
the market, they swapped huipiles and bought small gifts for each other to 
express their affections for each other.    

 
• A Ladina participant, Christina and a Maya K’iche’ participant, Margarita: 

raised three children and ran a family business together. Since Christina’s 
husband left her with three children, Margarita decided to cancel her plans 
to move to the United States in search of a more lucrative future. Instead, 
she dedicated her time, expertise and care to Christina’s family and her 
restaurant.  

 
The bonds formed between the multicultural/transnational women of similar 

cultural orientations, not only provided safety net, but also created space where they 

recreated what they missed from home.  I captured an aspect of this as I explained how 

three Gringa interns rose with the crowing of roosters to prepare familiar foods for a 

despedida party for two of their paisans (fellow countrywomen), Julie Ann and Marisol. 

The food, the music and the drinks satiated the nostalgia that all the Gringa interns were 

feeling as they tried to feel “at home” in a foreign environment. The despedida  also 

provided a venue to share some of their culture with their new multicultural/transnational 

friends in El Cachimbazo. I found one of the best ways to cure homesickness was to 

prepare food from “home”. The Gringa interns with whom I lived (Sarah and Jasmine) 

made special efforts to make homemade pasta with fresh basil and tomato, green salads 

and peach cobblers at least once a week.   
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Negotiators of Identity 
 

Living in another culture (or housing foreigners) allowed the 

multicultural/transnational women in this study the opportunity to share and adopt new 

cultural and identity markers that would not be possible without this cross-cultural 

exchange. Most of the women in my study felt they could negotiate the identities used 

within specific cultural, social and gender parameters. They proved to be flexible enough 

to take on new personality traits and choose from a larger portfolio when accommodating 

to new situations. Their identities were constantly recreated by choosing and 

incorporating aspects of different cultures (including exposure to new identity 

possibilities which they would carry with them into the next sociocultural context of their 

transnational lives.) Although this chameleon-like quality sounds appealing, it also can 

caused the multicultural/transnational women in this study to feel confused and unsure of 

their “true identity”. For example, Marisol, a Gringa intern, she was happier with her 

personality while living in El Salvador than she was in the United States. Because she 

criticized herself as too proud and competitive, she would leave the United States every 

few years in order not be “sucked up into the mesmerism” of what she considered an 

overly materialistic and individualist society.  

In another example, I still make a conscious effort to keep the Guatemalan value 

of an extended family alive within my circle of friends and family in the United States. 

After living in an extended family in Guatemala, I came back to the United States eager 

to start a similar arrangement with my own family. I convinced my parents to move from 

Boulder, Colorado to Austin, Texas and then moved in with them as a means of 

recreating the culture that I had left behind in Guatemala. 
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Multicultural/transnational women in this study had a particularly keen perception 

of how different they became in the cultural grasp of another reality. They often charted 

the changes in their identities according to the cultural orientation within which they were 

immersed. This point illustrates that a cognitive tool may be cultivated in 

multicultural/transnational individuals who chart these changes in the telling their life 

stories. Both Marisol and I expressed our worries about getting sucked up into the 

mesmerism of a consumerist, materialistic culture in the United States. I concluded that 

ours must be a countercultural reaction to our upbringings in the cold northeast, where we 

were afraid of losing the values that we had acquired living in Third World countries. Or 

it could be that our fear was the discomfort of disconnection that often accompanied 

losing that associative, personable and intense relation to people that we felt while living 

in El Cachimbazo. Julie Ann also expressed this fear of alienation in the United States 

when she talked of her love for the Italian culture. The Italian people she met made her 

feel part of a tightly knit group of friends and family. Julie Ann shared Marisol’s and my 

fear of returning to the United States and living a lonely, impersonal and fast-pace life. 

Yet, we also understood that we had the privilege to choose (whether consciously or 

unconsciously) the languages and identities we performed. Those who stayed home, 

embedded in their native language and culture, might not have that ability to pick and 

choose according to the situation.. The multicultural/transnational women in this study 

were capable of shedding their “old selves” and creating “new selves” in the post-

national space of El Cachimbazo. Self-reflection, dialogue and choice occurred more 

freely as they moved between worlds.  With the Guatemalan women in this study, I 

learned that collaboration, looking out for the common good and providing female safety 
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nets were crucial for their survival in post-national spaces as well as being able to adjust 

their identities and language to fit the situation at hand. For them, I did not have the 

privilege to choose, they had to conform to the Ladino culture in order to make ends 

meet. 

 

The Power of Religion to Make Meaning  

When it comes to making meaning out of all the complexity in our worlds, I found 

the multicultural/transnational women in this study to have answers based in institutional 

religious practices. Whether their epistemologies were Christian or based in Mayan 

Cosmology, a belief in a spiritual realm guiding the natural order of things, provided a 

comprehensible structure that made sense out of the multiple worlds, languages and 

tragedies that made up their lives during their lives.  I found that religion played an 

important role in making the women in this study feel secure in the belief that there is 

some essential logic involved in human lives and that all things occur under the blanket 

of a divinely orchestrated plan. 

This logic, however, could be altered to fit the needs of the moment without being 

perceived as being incongruent with who we perceived ourselves to be. For example, 

Norma had adopted Catholicism when she was younger in order to receive a scholarship 

to study in elementary and high school. Her religious beliefs as a Catholic seemed to be 

purely pragmatic, a means to pay for her education. Her recent conversion to Mayan 

Cosmology could also possibly be perceived as being enacted for economic advantages. 

As the director of the Mayan women’s empowerment program at the IPE project, she was 

in charge of providing literacy and cultural revitalization to over fifty communities of 



 225

women in the jurisdiction of El Cachimbazo. Norma’s ability to think deeply and broadly 

about her own life allowed her to see how her religious identities had fluctuated over the 

years. The limited portrait of her identities in her data chapter made it difficult to fully 

capture the profound nature of her articulate and critically conscious mind. 

Unfortunately, in the difficult task of categorizing reams of transcriptions, I highlighted 

one of the most salient aspects of her identity as a Maya K’iche’ in order to contrast her 

story with the two other data sets chosen.  

Back in December of 2002—a month after I returned home from my fieldwork 

site—I received a heart wrenching email from Norma whose pride and strength had been 

challenged when her contract with IPE was not renewed. She wrote me just a few stoic 

lines about how much she enjoyed working with me and how I could contact her by a 

community phone in her family’s village. I wondered if this economic setback would 

dampen her belief in Mayan Cosmology: 

Would she still hold firm to her Mayan identity as Kawoq36, which gave her an 
innate strength to lead her community out of oppression or would she find a new 
identity to give her the economic advantages she needed to survive?   
 

Even though I hoped Norma would see the larger picture and the importance of her 

leadership in bringing more of the Maya K’iche’ community forward into higher 

education, I could also understand that economic survival took precedence. Although I 

have never had such an obvious turn of faith for economic reasons, I started to see how 

our constructions of identities aided or abetted our ability to get ahead in the world. This 

new understanding I have developed regarding the practicality and the economic 

                                                 
36 Kawoq is one of the thirteen signs of the Mayan calendar. According to the day of Norma’s birth, she is 
assigned to the sign of that day. Because of the alignment of the universe Norma grew up with certain 
strengths and weaknesses. In the case of Kawoq, there are strong individuals who make excellent leaders of 
their people. A woman Kawoq often has difficulty finding a spouse due to her commanding presence. 
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repercussions of our identity markers, makes me believe that identities are truly masks 

we put on to promote our economic, spiritual and social survival. Although, identity 

construction is often conditioned in some ways by the cultural contexts of our youth, 

there are a great many calculations performed within the individual as to which identity 

will be the most lucrative. 

 

A Matter of Perspective 

As I performed my interviews for this dissertation research, I found I often could 

appreciate the sacrifice, the loneliness and the painful struggles many of the participants 

had endured trying to make meaning out of the chaos that characterized their lives during 

the civil war because I, too, was affected by its trauma. Yet, I learned in the process that 

we told our stories to different audiences.  This realization deepened my appreciation for 

Bakhtin’s theoretical construct of the dialogic imagination37 where a constant negotiation  

(inner dialogue) occurred simultaneously with the telling of stories to the outside world. I 

found that time, space and audience affected the kaleidoscopic angle we used at a given 

moment. In regards to time, for example, I realized that I explained the trauma I 

experienced in Guatemala very differently five years later when I returned to Guatemala 

to perform my fieldwork. In relation to space, I noticed that some places were more 

conducive to dialogue than others. For example, I found Marisol, one of the Gringa 

interns much more willing to open up to me when we were living in El Cachimbazo than 

she was when I was living in her college town in New England. Regarding audience, I 

                                                 
37 Bakhtin gave voice to the conflicting, continuing, inner dialogue that occurs silently in each individual’s 
mind. I am alluding to this “inner-babble” where my imagination enacts dialogues with the participants in 
my study, whether they be actual dialogues that occurred in the past or fictitious future encounters within 
my imagination. 
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discovered that Ana, a Maya K’iche’ participant was more willing to discuss her master’s 

thesis in economics with me when we were alone than she was when she was being 

interviewed with a Ladina participant, Veronica who had a nursing certificate from a 

community college. With Ladinos in a dominant position of power in Guatemala, Ana 

seemed to hide her brilliance in front of a Ladina who resented the Maya K’iche’ who 

were granted scholarships to study in college from multilateral organizations. After the 

genocide of the civil war that practically annihilated the Mayan people, new funding was 

generated to re-vitalize their cultures, languages and education that was ,unfortunately, 

not available to Ladinos.  

The pursuit of such personally significant research, however, has its dark corners 

and endless tunnels. Returning to that place of pain and listening to others tell their 

stories of sadness; asking questions that I myself would not dare answer to anyone else 

but myself; and transcribing their words and their pain onto my computer was 

emotionally and physically exhausting. Their stories caused my own memories to bubble 

to the surface, snap shots of pain that had been pushed down into the depths of my 

subconscious for some time. However, the surfacing of these emotional memories, their 

reconsideration and the comparison I made to others' forced me to address those nagging 

wounds and consequently heal them.  

The emotionally potent material present in this dissertation has allowed me to 

confront the demons that lurked in the corners of my mind’s eye for years. As I came to 

terms with my tendency to spins my stories to fit the schema I perceived to have social 

capital, I realized that I am probably not the only one to narrate stories to fit the appeal of 

my audience. In fact, one of the Maya K’iche’ participants, Norma, told me outright that 
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she fit her story into a Catholic narrative when she found out that she would receive 

scholarship funds to attend finishing school and then college if she attended Catholic 

mass and assisted the in the construction of a Catholic Church in her community. When I 

asked Norma, pointblank if she was Catholic she told me that sometimes she was and 

sometimes she was not and that she considered this a weakness on her part. I did not 

consider this kind of flexibility and economic savvy to be a weakness on Norma’s part. I 

felt that her life had been so difficult that she had learned at an early age how to use her 

identities to her own advantage. This understanding of Norma’s flexible survival strategy 

of conforming her identity and her life stories towards economic gain, made me focus on 

the question:  

Exactly what is “genuine” anyway? 
Are we all just chameleons that assimilate into the situation we are in to get the 
advantages we need to survive whether they be emotional, spiritual or material?  

 

My understanding of these questions after conducting this research with the thirteen 

multicultural/transnational women in this study is that we all have a portfolio of identities 

to choose from, like a wardrobe backstage before our performances in the complex 

realities of post-national spaces. After assessing our audience, we decide what identity in 

our repertoire will fit the situation most appropriately. This process does not mean we are 

always successful in our identity performances. Cross-cultural interactions are inherently 

full of blunders, but with experience and exposure to a variety of personality traits and 

cultural orientations, I believe the multicultural/transnational individual has more skill in 

perceiving, empathizing and performing appropriately than a person who is 

monocultural/monolingual.   
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CONCLUSION  

 
The accelerated flow of people moving between worlds is redefining the traditional 

notion of a shared history, memory and national identity. This bleeding of boundaries has 

caused an “identity (theory) crisis” for those social science scholars who have relied on 

the universalized conception of human behavior to inform their practice and neglected the 

identity crisis of those multicultural/transnational individuals who live between worlds. 

The scholarly discourse on identity construction was dominated by white, Western males 

until the mid 1970s (Gilligan, 1982; Holland, Lachiott, Cain, & Skinner, 1998). Before 

the Civil Rights and Feminist movements, the voices of women and of people of color 

were silenced as white, Western males hypothesized about and spoke for those they 

considered the “Other” (Anzaldua, 1987).   

Thanks to post-structuralism, these universalized notions of identity formation have 

been deconstructed into a more muted landscape, un cachimbazo, a hodgepodge of 

cultural influences. The once clear cut boundaries between “them” and “us,” “self” and 

“other,” “black” and “white” has been replaced with a mosaic construction of identities 

that each narrator uses in order to make meaning out of the difficulties and triumphs that 

take place in a life history.  

As I strove to make meaning of the complexity of identities in the post-national space 

of El Cachimbazo with participants from three distinct cultural groups: Maya K’iche’, 

Ladina Guatemalans and Gringas of the Americas, I found anthropology, psychology, 

sociology, intercultural communication and bilingual education gave me the foundation I 

needed to perform a social science analysis of cultural conflict. I focused on the identities 
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of multicultural/transnational women and found their narratives to be a means of making 

sense of their place in a local, national and global structure (Kincheloe & Pinar, 1991). 

As an increasing number of bilingual/bicultural women float from one sociocultural and 

linguistic reality to another, it becomes imperative to reach a more profound 

understanding of what it means to live between worlds. I emphasize the feminine 

experience, not only because women’s points of view have been neglected in the social 

sciences, but also because I found that the women I came in contact with in El 

Cachimbazo had the ability to shift their identity narratives to fit the needs of particular 

worlds. Documenting their survival strategies might hold a key for teachers, counselors, 

social workers, colleagues and friends working with multicultural/transnational children 

in the United States public school system. With xenophobia at an all time high after the 

tragedy of 9-11-01 and the dismantling of bilingual education in the states of California, 

Colorado, Arizona and Massachusetts, bilingual/bicultural children often feel hopelessly 

shut off from their host culture and language because their schools do not embrace their 

multiplicity. The pressure to assimilate to the English Only culture often creates 

“subtractive schooling” (Valenzuela, 1999) environments where English language 

learners (ELLs) risk the loss of their native language and culture and academic stagnation 

(Igoa, 1995; Ovando & Collier, 1998).  

Because the assimilation model dominates the American school culture, I decided 

to look for a neutral place where women would be able to reflect more freely about the 

development of their multicultural/transnational selves. I found that post-national spaces 

helped women break free from the traditional confinements their native language and 

culture imposed. Far away from their families, their cultures of origin and their traditional 
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social circles, these women had the space to reflect and choose their identity narratives 

carefully. Multicultural/transnational women have the advantage of agency where as 

those who stayed home, embedded in their native language and culture, might not. These 

points between worlds allowed the multilingual/transnational women in my study to 

leave their “old selves” behind and create “new selves” where reflection and dialogue can 

occur more freely. The women in this study often told parallel accounts of their constant 

acculturation as they moved between worlds.   

I approached multicultural/transnational women living in a post-national space of 

El Cachimbazo, using the research question: 

How do they make meaning of their identities through the telling of their life 
stories?  

 
I interviewed fifteen female professionals living in this post-national space in the Western 

Highlands of Guatemala during a six-month period in 2002. The participants came from a 

variety of cultural orientations that ranged from an ancient Mayan culture and language 

called Maya K’iche’ (labeled as Maya K’iche’), to a colonial language and culture of 

Spanish (labeled as Ladina Guatemalan) and to a postcolonial language of English 

(labeled as Gringa Interns. In order to capture the complexities of 

multicultural/transnational women’s identities, I performed in-depth phenomenological 

interviewing of the identity narratives of the participants. While listening to them narrate 

the constructions of their identities, I realized that women select certain stories to tell a 

particular audience within the perceived epistemology of that audience. I also became 

aware of how multinational/transnational women make meaning of their life experiences 

by telling stories that are congruent with their religious beliefs. As a participant observer 

at a bilingual education project (IPE) in El Cachimbazo, I too was able to make meaning 
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out of the complexities of my identities as I revisited my earlier three-year experience in 

Guatemala four years later, this time with very different identity narratives than I had 

when I lived there previously. Because of my love for Guatemala’s geographic and 

ethnographic diversity, I believe I was able to establish bonds with the participants of this 

study that will outlast the publishing of this dissertation research. They shared their 

stories with me under the strictest confidence and the security of anonymity. To me, these 

identity narratives are sacred texts that deserve the most delicate care. The participants of 

this study shared their mixed emotions of connection and isolation, of depression and 

elation, of confusion and clarity, of excitement and fear as a means of making sense out 

of their struggle to survive a thirty-six-year civil war that bled into the consciousness of 

many multicultural/transnational women across the Americas. My hope is that the 

emotional sacrifice of telling their identity narratives into my tiny digital recorder will 

serve the greater purpose of helping multicultural/transnational women feel “at home” in 

the United States, and not isolated, alone and disconnected from the support systems they 

left behind in their native countries.       

Using the philosophical tenets of Mikail Bakhtin and his faith in the power 

created through dialogue, the research process itself served this purpose by connecting 

multinational/transnational women to one another. In Bakhtin’s world, we are inherently 

social, regardless of the culture. We see the world by authoring it, by making sense of it 

through the activity of turning it into meaning schemes that order its potential chaos. Our 

worlds are created in dialogue and our words become the product of the particular values 

dominating our communities through history. Bakhtin’s philosophy pushed me to see the 

particularity and situatedness of each of the participants in this study which in turn pulled 
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me towards a preoccupation with time and space and the relationships between them, 

especially as they pertain to living between worlds in post-national spaces.  

Given the massive displacement that Bakhtin experienced in his thirty years of exile 

in Kazakhstan, he never ceased to think about the mysteries of locating a self (Holquist, 

1990) within heteroglossia. Yet, he never fully addressed the issue of how one identifies 

oneself when separated from the particular values that dominate one’s identity and form 

one’s epistemology while living in post-national spaces. There is little mention in 

Bakhtin’s theories of those who travel between worlds and have the experience of 

defining the world around them using many sociocultural contexts as reference points. 

The aim of this dissertation has been to address the question of how 

multicultural/transnational women make meaning of their identities through narratives 

while living away from the home cultures in post-national spaces.   

For the analysis of the data, the theoretical framework of Bakhtin’s chronotopes 

assisted in teasing out the most important strands of information. I selected three 

participants (one from each of the three categories of Maya K’iche’, Ladina Guatemalan 

and Gringa interns) to highlight in data chapters using the three types of the chronotopes 

mentioned in Bakhtin’s writings: the prosaic, the life and the art chronotope.   

My first step in creating a prosaic chronotope of the three participants’ lives was 

to provide the reader with a seeing eye focused on an unsuspected, unpredicted moment 

where the participant engaged in some fairly routine behavior in a familiar environment. 

As I began to see how the narratives the participants told me were shaped by the way 

they wanted me to see their world, I became convinced that I would need to capture them 

at “unscripted moments” outside of the parameters of our interviews to give the reader a 
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more holistic view of their character. In the case of Norma, for example, I wrote a 

description of a Monday morning when I found her alone sipping coffee in her office 

while a group of women waited for her downstairs to begin their weekly meeting. In 

contrast, Christina’s prosaic chronotope was a moment that was only slightly unusual in 

that she was recognized for her community service at El Cachimbazo’s annual beauty 

pageant. I captured “the voice behind the mask” as she whispered for me to take her place 

in receiving an award since she was petrified to be in the limelight. In the case of 

Marisol, I recounted a lunch we had together where honesty turned out to be the most 

painful of policies. I highlighted this common occurrence between Marisol and myself as 

a means of illustrating to the reader that the “open dialogue” between the participants and 

myself had its challenges when it came to living up to the ethics I wanted to espouse as a 

researcher.  

In the life chronotope of each of these selected participants, I discussed the 

political-historical context of their lives and its affect on the formation of their identities. 

Norma, for example, lived through the horrors of the civil war in Guatemala from the 

1960s until 1996. Her life chronotope highlighted the impact the ruthless regimes of 

Lucas Garcías and Rios Montt had on rural civilians of Mayan descent. Yet her difficult 

childhood only made Norma more diligent and determined to survive, receive a master’s 

degree and assist her community in recovering economically, spiritually and 

academically.  Similarly, in Christina’s life chronotope, I discussed the impact of the civil 

war on her identities, but from another side of the conflict where Catholics were 

persecuted for assisting the Mayan people. Christina’s brother, Jesus, who was well 

known for his work with the poor as a Catholic relief worker, was ambushed by political 
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assassins while the rest of his family escaped unharmed. Christina quickly learned to re-

spin her testimonio to revolve around the Evangelical Church’s belief system to disguise 

her Catholic family against further harm. Marisol’s life chronotope pertained to the 

context of American foreign policy starting during the 1960s up through to the 1990s. I 

highlighted how the innocent, optimism of Peace Corps volunteers during the Kennedy 

era turned into the ambiguity and skepticism of the 1970s. Marisol was raised during the 

Reagan and Bush presidencies and learned in college about the CIA’s involvement in 

terror to support “the freedom fighters” in Central America.  Marisol was intent on seeing 

for herself whether the United States military intelligence could have supported such 

terror and went to El Salvador during her junior year of college. On crossing the border 

and seeing with her own eyes how the poverty and unequal distribution of wealth in 

Third World nations was reinforced through U.S. foreign policy, she could never really 

return “home” again.  

I used art chronotopes as a means of capturing the style of the telling of the 

narrative as the participant presented it. Life stories have a tendency to be told by 

including certain experiences and excluding others as a means of being congruent with a 

particular epistemology (Bateson, 1990; Bruner, 1991; Polkinghorne, 1995; Rosenthal, 

1993).  In the telling of the art chronotope of Norma, for example, I noticed how she told 

me stories about her daily struggles to get a good education using an ancient Mayan 

Cosmology and Calendar as her guide. In the case of Christina, I discovered she used a 

“faith narrative” common in the testimonio used in the Evangelical Church. It was 

interesting to see how she had lifted pieces of her Catholic narrative to fit the Evangelical 

remolding of her identity after her brother was assassinated for his association with the 
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Catholic Church. When questioned further on some of these beliefs, Christina admitted 

that she did not always agree with the Evangelical Church, but she wanted to keep that 

out of the telling of her story since it was not congruent with the image she was trying to 

convey. In contrast, Marisol’s art chronotope, a counter cultural narrative regarding how 

she did not want to blend into the United States, emphasized not fitting in. She insisted 

over and over again in her narratives that she was not “a proud American.” Her stories of 

oppositional identification as an American assured her the disassociation with a 

materialistic/consumerist society that had always made her feel out of place.   

In discussing the outcome of the study, I emphasized the impossible task of 

categorizing or universalizing individual behavior. By illustrating the importance of using 

the theoretical tools of the prosaic, life and art chronotopes to capture the complexity of 

identity construction, I explained how fluid the meaning making process was for a 

particular time and space and for a particular audience. The constant flux in the 

formations of identities in a post-national environment made it all the more important to 

be flexible in accommodating to the context at hand. The aim, therefore, of this 

dissertation research was to break down the universalized prototypes of human behavior 

and illustrate how chronotopes could be applied as alternative models for teachers to 

capture the complexity of cultural identities of their increasingly diverse student 

populations.   
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Limitations of the Study 

One salient limitation to my research pursuits was the rigidity of the stories recorded 

and retold within the binding form of this dissertation and the fluidity in their alterations 

since the time of my fieldwork. For example, the reader will assume after reading 

Norma’s data set that she was raised believing in Mayan Cosmology, yet this was 

probably not the case. In fact, reclaiming her identity as a Maya K’iche’ woman seemed 

to be a new development in her life when I met her. Due to the intense persecution 

against the Maya people during the civil war, many Maya K’iche’ people worshiped in 

the sanctuaries of the Catholic and Protestant churches because they provided shelter, 

food, legal assistance, literacy classes and scholarships for higher education. The signing 

of the Peace Accords in 1996, however, changed this political climate to one that made 

the restoration of Mayan cultures and languages a contingency for funding from 

multilateral development organizations.  Consequently, many Maya K’iche’ men and 

women returned to their traditional spiritual practices and earned good salaries while 

promoting their languages and cultures in bilingual education programs throughout the 

jurisdiction of El Cachimbazo. Norma and I seemed to be on the same learning curve 

when it came to understanding Mayan Cosmology since we both worked under the 

auspices of a Mayan priest in the IPE office. She was learning to revive a culture in her 

consciousness that had been repressed for some time, and I was learning about an entirely 

new way of viewing the material and spiritual worlds.   

As the world turns and twists in narrative form, the stories I have captured about the 

participants of this study are locked in frames and frozen in the past of my mind’s eye. 

The chronotopes I composed do not capture the nuances, the contradictions or even the 
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organic nature, generated and regenerated daily. Instead, each of their data sets lays flat 

on paper in black and white looking very one-dimensional when in actuality their stories 

could be told from a variety of different angles. I was only able to capture a glimpse, a 

moment, and a space between worlds within the parameters of six months of 2002. Yet, 

our connection lingers into the coming year 2004, and I am still in close contact with 

many of the participants of this study. Ironically, it is now me who is acting as the bridge 

for them to cross into my world, to make some money in the United States and return 

home with money in their pockets for the well-being of their families in Guatemala.  The 

risks they take to join me on this side of the Americas are valiant and incomprehensibly 

dangerous, but our connections from a six-month period in 2002 have given us reason to 

believe that being between worlds can serve a larger purpose than just figuring out one’s 

identity and making meaning of one’s life in the postmodern/post-national spaces we 

inhabit, making them feel at home with those multicultural/transnational women who 

have kindred spirits. 

 

Contributions to Bilingual Education 

The deep sense of alienation I found apparent in almost all of the 

multicultural/transnational women in my study, made me aware of the imperative 

implications this study could have for the field of bilingual education. If 

multicultural/transnational children (increasingly becoming the majority of students in 

our public schools) do not see that their host society values their languages and their 

cultures at school, they will not see how maintaining their home culture and language 

will advance their families economically, educationally and spiritually. This conclusion 
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will push them to choose identity narratives that fit the subtractive bilingual model and 

consequently harm not only their academic and economic pursuits, but also their ability 

to feel an active member of the communities where they live. The disconnect a 

multicultural/transnational individual can feel from humanity, its social organizations and 

one’s own family, is one of the most unpleasant of human emotions and often avoided at 

all costs. Because the pressure to assimilate to the dominant culture and discourse, 

multicultural/transnational students run the risk of discarding their rich past of languages 

and cultures and creating handicaps in their acquisition of their second language and their 

ability to participate actively and successfully in the societies in which they live.  

I am afraid Norma may move towards this self-inflicted handicap by disregarding 

her native language and culture if she does not find work that values her 

multicultural/transnational identities. I worry about the fragile construction of identities 

in women like Norma, whose recovery from post-traumatic stress could so easily capsize 

if her the country takes a turn to not be as supportive of re-vitalizing the Mayan cultures 

that were practically annihilated during Norma’s childhood. Norma could be left with 

little economic recourse in participating as an active member of her native language and 

culture in a society that becomes intolerant of other epistemologies than the dominant 

Ladino culture.  

I wonder if Christina’s strong faith in God’s plan is faltering, as her daughter gets 

pregnant and marries before finishing her college degree in 2003. Through an email 

correspondence, I learned that her daughter’s pregnancy instigated an impromptu 

wedding and I wondered if Christina was questioning God’s divine plan for her family. 

Her daughter was repeating a cycle that Christina herself was trying to break for the next 
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generation of her family. Christina (who was a mother and wife at the age of nineteen) 

wanted her daughter to have more options than she did. But contrary to her wishes, her 

daughter married only a year older than her mother had. Because we were no longer cara 

a cara (face to face), I was not able to challenge her “faith narrative” and read between 

the lines. Instead, I received news from her “public self,” second-hand, through Sarah, a 

Gringa intern who was still living with Christina. Sarah told me, through an Internet 

exchange, that although Christina was disappointed at first with her daughter’s decision 

to get pregnant and then get married, upon further reflection, she decided to support the 

marriage and the couple’s decision to bring a new child into the world. After all, in 

Christina’s belief system, a child was a gift from God and should not be questioned. 

Christina’s insistence on following her faith, makes me see how important religion can be 

to individuals who have a hard time making meaning out of the cruelties they endure. 

Christina’s response to her daughter’s pregnancy further reinforces her epistemology that 

We must have faith in God’s greater plan in the natural order of things. 

In her faith narrative, God’s plan was to take her brother away from this world and his 

family and give life to his son who recovered miraculously from leukemia.  Christina’s 

faith in the “divine plan” cushioned her from the blows of severe depression and gave her 

the strength to go forward in hopes that her “good” is waiting for her in heaven.  

The implications of this realization could be an important breakthrough for white 

middle class teachers who, unlike the parents of many immigrant students in their 

classroom, are not zealots of these radical Protestant sects. Most often public school 

teachers do not give consideration to these epistemological differences between 

themselves and their students. For example, during the month of October, many white, 
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middle-class teachers spend a large chunk of their time with the students focusing on 

Halloween. For many Evangelical, Seventh Day Adventist and other strict Protestant 

sects, this is a pagan holiday celebrated only by those who wish the devil to come into 

their minds and their hearts. A week before Halloween, I was in an art class with a group 

of bilingual kindergarteners who were making ghosts out of white construction paper 

(that actually looked more like KKK Klansmen). When I asked a student, Victoria, in 

Spanish where she would hang this decoration at home, she said that she would have to 

destroy it before she got home because her mother would be very upset with her for 

participating in such a pagan ritual. The fact that Victoria knew enough about the two 

worlds that she floated between to know what part of her school identity she hid from her 

family and what parts of her family identity she had to hide from her school mates and 

teacher broke my heart. I wondered how these minuscule aspects of masking identities 

play out for children and their family dynamics as their identities develops and they 

decide on their identity narratives. I fear that this cultural insensitivity on the part of the 

dominant culture of white middle class values at school will cause Victoria to feel 

fragmented, dislocated and a stranger to all societies as she maneuvers between worlds.  

I am afraid, after all of my time in Guatemala learning different epistemologies 

has caused me to become more and more distant from the white middle-class culture 

where I was raised. I see an abyss forming between those whose myopic worldview only 

permits one epistemology and those who live between worlds who can never fully fit in 

to monoculturalism and monolingualism. With the English-Only movement spreading in 

popularity around the country, we run the risk of permanently keeping 

multicultural/transnational individuals from fully participating in this so called American 
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democracy we falsely advertise in our foreign policies. The challenge for teacher training 

during this twenty-first century will be to create reflexive turns where white middle-class 

female teachers (currently over 86 % of the teachers nationwide (McIntyre, 1997)) 

perform critical ethnographies that allow alternative perspectives on the worldviews that 

their students brings to their classrooms. As the world becomes more and more polarized 

according to religious orientations, it becomes even more imperative to teach the children 

in this country how to understand others epistemologies so that they keep the holy wars at 

bay that the Bush Administration is battling currently. 

Using Bakhtin’s theoretical framework, I illustrated how the use of his prosaic, 

life and art chronotopes with three cultural orientations quite distinct from my own white, 

middle class background. The purpose behind the three data sets I created was not only to 

illustrate how we make meaning of our identities for ourselves in the telling, but also how 

to create a space for others with similar experiences to do the same. I captured the 

complexity of identity construction in multicultural/transnational women so that their 

stories would resonate with others reading these pages and allow them the space and time 

to reflect on similar experiences and feelings they may have stuffed into their mental 

closets after returning to the United State’s assimilation model. As testimony to this 

intent, the multicultural/transnational editors of this dissertation conveyed how the 

experiences of the participants often mirrored their own. Some editors felt compelled to 

pour their own stories into the mix, making the meaning of their experiences as well as 

ours all the richer. This was particularly the case with Marisol’s data chapter where three 

of the six editors of this dissertation found their experience resonating with that of 

Marisol. Her data set articulated a profound sense of alienation and ambiguity about her 
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“Americanness” that has hardly been explored in research. The narration of her identities 

embodied an oppositional identification with a mainstream culture and a distrust of the 

United States government. My intention to highlight Marisol’s identity narrative was not 

to ridicule her oppositional identification with American society, but to give it voice. 

With the Patriot Act now in active enforcement, many Americans are afraid to be labeled 

“unpatriotic” by questioning the authority of our president and his administration. Few 

researchers have documented the existence of these “Absentee Americans” because they 

often find that the need to assimilate into American society is more important than talking 

to people about issues that are beyond their scope of comprehension. I wonder how many 

multicultural/transnational teachers who are out teaching in the public schools have 

decided on subtractive bilingualism as they reside in the United States. I wonder if the 

isolation and the loneliness they feel being between worlds creates a high turnover rate 

for white, middle-class teachers working in the public schools. My own motivation to 

pursue this line of research was driven by the need to find more people who could 

understand the worlds between which I lived. I knew the isolation I felt could only lead 

me down a long corridor of despair, loneliness and ostracism. The inability to 

communicate or be understood can be one of the most frightful human emotions, and I 

believe many multicultural/transnational women come back to the United States and 

never fully integrate or participate in the society as a whole.  

Although, I have mention a few researchers who have labeled these Americans: 

“Absentee Americans” (Smith, 1991), “The Lost Generation of the 1960s” (Saloutos, 

1972), or “Third Culture Kids” (Polluck & Van Reken, 1999), there is very little in the 

research that articulates this experience of living between worlds as United States citizen. 
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Although there were researchers who devised universal models to measure the effect of 

the cross-cultural experience (Adler, 1981; Adler, 1974, 1984; Bennett, 1993; Brein & 

David, 1971; Carlson, Burn, Useem, & Yachimowicz, 1990; Carlson & Jensen, 1984; 

Carlson & Widaman, 1988; Fantini, 1994, 2000; Opper S. & Teichler, 1993; Ortega, 

2001; Ruben, 1987, 1989), their frameworks proved to be culturally biased from a 

Western European, ethnocentric point of view. More recent research in the field of 

bilingual education has attempted to bring a critical eye to the issues of power and its 

effects on the acquisition of a new culture and language (Bakhtin, 1984; Bakhtin, 1986; 

Bakhtin, 1981; Bandura, 1986; Behad, 1993; Bhabha, 1983, 1986, 1994; Bourdieu, 1993; 

Bourdieu, Chamboredon, & Passeron, 1991; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Brandist, 

2001; Delpit, 1995; Holland et al., 1998; Holquist, 1990, 1981; Igoa, 1995; Moraes, 

1996; Ong, 1996; Rosaldo, 1989; Said, 1979; Said, 1993; Said, 1989; Spivak, 1992; 

Spivak, 1986b, 1994; Valdes, 1996). Yet the most compelling research on the subject of 

multicultural/transnational identities comes from a group of Feminist Post-structuralists 

who have pushed the limits of ethnography to include themselves in their research while 

capturing the complexity of living between worlds (Abu-Lughod, 1990; Abu-Lughod, 

1991; Anzaldua, 1987; Behar, 1993, 1996; Browning, 1998; Fuss, 1989; Hesford, 1999; 

hooks, 1990, 1993; Kaplan, 1993; Kondo, 1990; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997; 

Minh-ha, 1989; Moraga, 1983; Nelson, 1999; Oglunick, 1998, 2000).   By providing 

information from inside and outside the participant experience, the study of second 

language acquisition is brought to life as it incorporates narratives in psychology, 

anthropology, literary criticism and cultural studies. Threading these components 



 245

together to make meaning of multicultural/transnational lives, my research stands on the 

edge of a new and evolving tradition in bilingual education.  

By capturing this complexity in an engaging and interesting narrative form, I hope 

to change the negative reactions United States citizens have had towards those who speak 

and think differently. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the English Only Movement 

and its referendums against bilingual education. In this interdisciplinary approach to 

bilingual education research, Henry Trueba’s (1999) work  has made a significant impact 

on the field. Trueba (1999) articulates this important field of research in the following 

passage: 

The education of Latinos will be the most critical challenge to be faced by the 
next century’s educators. The survival of American democracy may well depend 
on the vision and wisdom of intellectual leaders and teachers who understand 
Latino communities and families, their values and needs, their exclusion and pain 
(p. 48). 
 

Trueba’s interdisciplinary approach to bilingual education research incorporates a broad 

range of fields in the social sciences. Through terrific coalitions between education and 

anthropology/sociology/Chicano studies etc., the field of bilingual education should 

receive the boost in popularity it requires to combat the beatings it receives from the 

ethnocentric, English Only Movement. With a research literature that incorporates 

narrative in the depiction of multicultural/transnational identities and epistemologies, 

ESL/bilingual and mainstream teachers can rediscover concepts in second language 

acquisition research that were put aside as “too abstract for practical use in the 

classroom.” Using narrative as a medium to explain the issues surrounding language, 

literacy and bilingual education, the theory is presented in a more accessible and 

entertaining way for teachers (Bateson, 1990; Behar, 1996; Browning, 1998; Bruner, 
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1990, 1991; Connelly & Clandidin, 1990; Florio-Ruane, 2001; Igoa, 1995; Kaplan, 1993; 

Kondo, 1990; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997; Oglunick, 1998, 2000).  

 It is my hope that the data sets from this dissertation will provide preservice and 

in-service teachers with a training literature that is more accessible and engaging on 

issues of language and literacy as they pertain to bilingual education, not to mention 

history, anthropology and a slew of other social sciences. In this area of research, I would 

like to offer my dissertation research on multicultural/transnational identities as evidence 

to the unfeasibility of universalized behavioral studies that have driven our assessment 

practices since the early 1970s. My research begs the question whether any “truth” is 

truly valid and whether any “standard” is truly applicable for the diverse issues pertinent 

to bilingual education. I propose through this research that we cease thinking in terms of 

generalities and means of controlling education through standards and start focusing on 

the individual, her current situation, her stories, her history and her epistemology in order 

to succeed. Bakhtin’s theoretical framework applied in the context of 

multicultural/transnational identity narratives should serve as an example of how the 

prosaic, life and art chronotope can be used by any educator, counselor or social worker 

who wants to understand the epistemologies and experiences of 

multicultural/transnational students/clients. Bakhtin marveled at the complexity of this 

kaleidoscopic lens where cultural diversity and subjective positions were recognized as 

an asset, not a threat, where the plurality of experience was seen as an essential aspect of 

dialogue and intellectual development. With this sort of emphasis in our classrooms and 

our country, I believe multicultural/transnational women would be able to find a “home” 

in an international community that resides between worlds. 
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APPENDICES      Appendix A: Letter of Introduction and Consent Letter 
 
BETWEEN WORLDS: THE NEGOTIATION OF IDENTITY, LANGUAGE  
AND SUCCESS IN A POST NATIONAL WORLD. 
 
  
Dear _________________; 
 
You have been invited to participate in a bilingual, intercultural education study that will 
look at the various identity constructions of residents and non-residents of El Cachimbazo 
during the summer of 2002. My name is Lissa Pierce and I am a volunteer at the Proyecto 
Intercultural de Educacion Popular from June until August 2002. I am pursuing my 
doctorate at the University of Texas at Austin and plan to use my interviews and 
experiences with World Learning as a major component of my dissertation study.  
 
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are from one of the three 
cultural groups present in El Cachimbazo, Gringa interns Ladinas or Maya K’iche. You 
are one of the twelve women that has been invited to take part in this study. If you decide 
to participate, your participation will require the following commitment:  

 
• Arrange a time and a convenient place to meet for an interview (please see 

attached research questions). This interview will be open-ended and could last up 
to two hours. This interview will be recorded. . 

• Sign the consent letter and ask any questions you might have about this research 
project. 

• Choose a pseudonym that will always be used in reference to your data. 
• Introduce me to your family and your home community, so that I can better 

understand your home context.  
• Maintain strict confidentiality about what you have read or heard from other 

participants. 
• Review your transcripts to make sure my portrayal of you is accurate.  
• Correspond with me electronically or in writing between September 2002 and 

May 2003 regarding my interpretation of your interviews. 
• Be available to review my interpretations and analysis of the study and comment 

on it. 
 

Your interviews will be taped using a digital recorder. These recordings will be coded so 
that no personally identifying information is visible on them. I will keep these recordings 
on my personal computer as well as on a zip disk which will be then kept in a locked 
chest while I am in Santa Cruz and later in my basement in Austin. These recordings will 
remain in my possession for possible future analysis and educational presentations. 
 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and can be identified with 
you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. Your 
responses will not be linked to your name in any written or verbal report of this research 
project. 
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Due to the personal/sensitive nature of the interviews, the questions in the interviews may 
involve discussing painful experiences. Although, I cannot offer you treatment, I would 
be happy to locate the names and numbers of agencies that may alleviate your mental 
concerns. You always reserve the right not to answer a question that is too personal or 
painful. 
 
The decision to participate or not will not affect your present or future relationship with 
The University of Texas at Austin, World Learning or USAID/ Guatemala. If you do 
decide to participate, it will be contingent on the signature below that indicates that you 
have read the information provided above and are in agreement with the commitment 
involved. You may discontinue your participation in this study at any time. If you have 
any further questions or concerns, please contact me by phone: 

 
El Cachimbazo 011-502- xxx-xxxx 
Austin at (512) 494-0322  
My email address: lpierce@mail.utexas.edu.  

 
You can contact my immediate supervisor, Dr. Brooks at (512) 471-4611 or call 
Professor Clarke Burnham, Chair of the University of Texas at Austin Institutional 
Review Board for the Protection of Human Research Participants at 232-4383 if you have 
any concerns or questions.  
 
___________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Participant 
 
 
____________________________________________ ________________________ 
Signature of Participant     Date 
 
 
____________________________________________ ________________________ 
Signature of Investigator Date 
 
 
I may wish to present some of your digital tapes from this study at educational 
conventions or as demonstrations in classrooms. Please sign below if you are willing to 
allow me to do so with the digital tape of your interview.   
 
I hereby give permission for the digital audio tapes made for this research study to be also 
used for educational purposes 

 
_______________________________________________     ______________________ 
Signature of Participant      Date 
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Appendix A: Consent Letter (in Spanish) 

LA CARTA DE PERMISO 

ENTRE MUNDOS: LA NEGOCIATION DE IDENTIDAD, IDIOMA  

Y EXCITO EN UN MUNDO POST-NACIONAL 

 

Querida participante, 

 La invito a participar en un estudio de educación intercultural y bilingüe. Estoy 
investigando las identidades y las construcciones multiculturales. Me llamo Alice 
Elizabeth Pierce (Lissa) y estoy trabajando en el Proyecto Intercultural de Educación 
Popular (IPE) como voluntaria por los meses junio, julio y agosto de 2002 en El 
Cachimbazo. Estoy haciendo mi doctorado a la universidad de Tejas en Austin y tengo 
planes de utilizar mis entrevistas y mis experiencias con IPE como un requisito principal 
de mi estudio de tesis. Pido su participación para realizar  este estudio por que usted me 
muestra características de varias culturas. Voy a pedir a la participación de doce que 
representarán los tres grupos linguisticos presentes en el Cachimbazo (Mayahablantes, 
Espanolhablantes y Ingleshablantes) Por lo tanto las solita el apoyo de lo siguiente:  

• Disponga la hora y lugar donde podamos reunirnos para su entrevista de dos 
horas. Se tratará de la construcción de la identidad durante la vida y las 
decisiones que ha tomado.  

•  Mantenga la confidencialidad de que lo haya leído o escuchado de otros 
participantes.  

• Lee las translaciones por correo electronico después de tres meses de la entrevista 
y decidirá si algunas contestaciones estarán demasiado intimas o 
malrepresentadas.  

• Usted deberá disponer un tiempo para revisar la versión final de su contribucion 
del estudio as través del correo-electrónico 

 
Las entrevistas se estarán grabados digitalmente. Estas grabaciones se estarán 
codificado para que nadie podrían identificar a la persona que me dio el testimonio. 
Guardaré estas grabaciones en mi computadora personal y en una repuesta. Tendré 
estas grabaciones encerado con llave en cofre mientras que estoy en el Cachimbazo y 
luego en el sótano de la casa de mis padres en Austin, Texas. Estas grabaciones 
perteneceré a mi para el uso de análisis anticipado y para presentaciones educacionales. 
Toda la información asociada con su nombre, se estará considerado confidencial y solo 
se podría usarla con su permiso. Sus respuestas a las preguntas no estarán asociadas 
con su verdadera nombre en ningún reporte oral o escrito de esta proyecto de 
investigación.  
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La naturaleza sensible de las preguntas sobre decisiones fuertes y experiencias dañinos 
podrían provocarle emociones fuertes. A pesar que no puedo ofrecerle terapia 
psicológica, podría ubicar los contactos de agencias que se podrían aliviar sus penas. 
Siempre tendrá el derecho negar una pregunta que es demasiado personal o dañino.    
La decisión de participar o no participar en esta investigación no afectará su relación de 
trabajo con IPE o con la universidad de Tejas. Si esta de acuerdo en participar, firme 
esta de compromiso, pero puede romper la relación en cualquier momento, en caso de no 
esta al gusto. Estoy a sus ordenes para cualquier pregunta, duda o preocupación 
contáctame a:  

El Cachimbazo Teléfono:  xxx-xxxx 
Los EEUU (después del 2 de septiembre) Teléfono:  512-494-0322. 
Email: lpierce@mail.utexas.edu  
 

Podria contactarle a mi supervisoras, Dr. Annie K. Brooks a 512-471-4611 o a Profesor 
Clark Burnham, el Director General de la Directiva de las Investigaciones a la 
Universidad de Texas a Austin para la protección de los participantes a 512-232-4383. 
 
___________________________________________ 
El nombre escrito del participante  
 
 
____________________________________________ ________________________ 
La firma de la participante     Fecha 
 
 
 
____________________________________________ ________________________ 
La firma de la investigadora      Fecha 
 

 
 
Es posible que vaya presentar una parte de su grabación de este estudio a conferencias 

educacionales o demostraciones en los cursos universitarios. Por favor, firme abajo si 

me dejará con el permiso para usar sus grabaciones de sus entrevistas. 

 
Doy permiso para el uso de la grabación digital para este estudio de investigación para el 
uso educativo.  
 
 
______________________________________________ ________________________ 
La firma del participante     Fecha 
 
 
 



 251

Appendix  B: 
The Research Questions and their Relationship to the Interview Questions 
 
RESEARCH QUESTION: 

 
INTERVIEW QUESTION: 

 
1) How do frames of culture hold 
individuals’ personalities in place? 

1) What do you consider “home”? What are the 
sensations of taste, smell, sounds and 
feelings that you associate with “home”? Is 
it where your parent/s live? The place from 
which you have been displaced? Are you at 
“home” here? What is homesickness to 
you? What emotions/longings do associate 
with homesickness? 

 
2) How do places affect individuals’ 
identities? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2) If you are here away from home, what did 

you bring with you as reminders of home? 
What is in your suitcase/room/house that 
provides you with the comforts of home? 
What do those things remind you of and 
why are they important to you? 

 

 
3) How are commodities used to describe 
identity according to an individual's 
economic position and compliance to a 
governmental structure? 
 
 

 
3) What items were purchased at home to 

bring here? What do those commodities 
provide you with: comfort, prestige, 
distinction from or affinity with others from 
your culture, or do they have no 
significance at all? 
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Appendix B: 
The Research Questions and their Relationship to the Interview Questions 
 
RESEARCH QUESTION: 
 

 
INTERVIEW QUESTION: 

 
4) How does agency play a role in the 
construction of identity according to an 
individual's economic position and 
compliance to a governmental structure? 
How are individuals pushed into being 
creative with their circumstances and their 
abilities to overcome obstacles and pursue 
their desires.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
4) What has “happened” to you in your life 
and what have you done with that information 
to make you who you are today? What parts of 
your identity do you see still changing and 
what parts are staying the same? How do you 
see the time and place you are living in as 
opposed to other generations such as your 
grandparents and your children? Where in 
your life have you made a decisive choice? 
How did you rationalize your decision? What 
would have happened if you had not made the 
choice that you did? What other alternatives 
did you consider? 

 
5) How does commodity aesthetics play (or 
not play) a part in identity representation 
of individuals’ according to their economic 
position and compliance to a governmental 
structure? 
 

 
5) What items did you bring with you to make 
an impression on the people with whom you 
will be surrounded? To whom did you want (or 
not) to make an impression? Did you bring 
cosmetics or any items to enhance your 
attractiveness? Does your choice in clothing 
tell anything about who you are? 

 
6) How does language affect identity? 
What choices are made about bilingual 
capacities in distinct cultural contexts? 

 
6) What language do you speak at home? 
What languages do you generally speaking in 
the project? What language do you “love” in? 
What language do you “work” in? What 
language do you “laugh” in? What language 
do you count in? What languages negotiate 
finances for you? In what language do you 
feel the most “at home”? 
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Appendix C: 
The Theoretical Framework and its Relationship to the Methodology 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: 

 
METHODOLOGY 

 
1) Identities are Located in Space and 
Time. 
 
Identities are defined to some extent by 
the individual, but they are also 
developed in a specific space and time 
that is contingent on cultural, historical 
and socially constructed worlds.   
(Sarup 1996; Holland, Lachiott et al. 
1998; McNamee and Gergen 1999; 
Gergen 2001)  

 
 

 
1) By collecting life-stories of each of my 
participants, their narratives highlight the 
places, the people and the critical 
experiences that frame the construction of 
their identities. 

 
2) Identities are in Constant Flux. 
 

The continual flux of identity 
development is constructed and narrated 
within specific worlds of which 
individuals are a part. Identities often 
appear in life-story narratives as one 
explains the sequence of critical events 
that have occurred. Depending on the 
audience and one’s frame of reference, 
there are always gaps, exclusion, and 
repetitions in narratives(Sarup 1996; 
McNamee and Gergen 1999; Gergen 
2001).  

 

 
2) When considering identity there is a 
process of selection, emphasis and 
consideration of the effects of the social 
dynamics of class, nationality, race, 
ethnicity and gender. In order to test this 
hypothesis I have shared my life-story 
narrative with two small groups: in 
different languages: 1) in English with two 
of las Gringas and 2) in Spanish with  one 
of las K’iche’ and one of  Las Ladinas. The 
purpose of presenting my life-story 
narrative with different cultural groups and 
languages is to see if my narratives change 
according to the cultural group of my 
audience. Where are the gaps in my life-
story narrative and what do I exclude and 
repeat?  
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Appendix C: 
The Theoretical Framework and its Relationship to the Methodology 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: METHODOLOGY 
 
3) Dialogue Makes Meaning of 
Identities. 
 
Dialogue frames identities when the 
focus of the interactions is on the 
processes by which identity is 
constructed(Sarup 1996; Holland, 
Lachiott et al. 1998; McNamee and 
Gergen 1999; Gergen 2001).  
 
 

 
3) The interviews have consisted of small 
groups and one-on-one interactions. There 
has been an emphasis on dialogue between 
the researcher and participant and between 
the participants themselves. The open-
ended interviews have allowed time for both 
researcher and participants to ask 
questions, connect with the experiences of 
others and/or create their own analysis of 
the narratives shared. 

 
4) Place Plays Significant Role in 
Identities. 
 
Place is a product of social 
constructions of human creativity. The 
significance of place is created, 
expanded and then imagined. Place 
brings the particularistic notion of 
identity into focus. Discussing 
significant places sharpens the 
understanding of the origins of the 
construction of identities and the 
meaning an individual makes out of 
these experiences(Kincheloe and Pinar 
1991) 

 

 
4) All of the participants have lived in more 
than one place during their lives. Since 
place seems to illicit so much more than the 
geographical location, I have encouraged 
the participants to discuss at length their 
sensations surrounding significant places 
they have lived and the perceived affects of 
these places on the construction of their 
identities. The majority of the participants 
narrated their life-stories according to the 
places they have lived, thus indicating them 
as pivotal points in the construction of their 
identities and their narration of life-stories. 
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Appendix C: 
The Theoretical Framework and its Relationship to the Methodology 

 

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: 

 
METHODOLOGY 

 
5) Not Being at Home Articulates 
Identities. 
 
Travel is a physical and metaphorical 
symbol of post-national identities; a center 
in constant flux between familiar and exotic, 
Third and First world features; a means of 
“discovering” identity (Sarup, 1996). 

 
5) Only one of the participants was born in the 
post-national space of the fieldwork cite. The 
majority of us have homes in far away places 
from El Cachimbazo, Guatemala. I see this 
small town as a microcosm of the larger global 
phenomenon of post-nationalism. The 
multicultural environment has been an impetus 
for all of us to articulate our own cultural 
identities and acculturate others.  

 
6) Commodities Express Identities. 
 
The use of dominant languages and 
cultures through advertising, fashion, 
popular culture and the mass media are 
powerful influences in the construction 
and expression of identities.  Commodities 
such as food, clothing, cosmetics, books, 
periodicals, television, film, and 
wireless/Internet communication become 
outward expressions of how one thinks of 
oneself, relates to others and views the 
world(Sarup 1996)  

 
6) Our initial interviews explored the 
commodities we brought with us to El 
Cachimbazo and why. What did we bring that 
reflected how we wanted to be perceived by 
others? What did we bring to elicit home when 
we were homesick? What did we bring to 
enhance or un-enhance our attractiveness? Due 
to a multitude of beauty pageants that took 
place in El Cachimbazo during the festivals in 
August, many participants spent time discussing 
the pageants and their significance with each 
other. 

 
7) Global Hierarchies Create Personal 
and Collective Identities 
 
Because identities are socially constructed, 
these constructions always reflect power 
struggles. As capital moves about the globe, 
it creates social hierarchies. Any minority 
group, when faced with hostile acts: draws 
in on itself, tightens its cultural bonds to 
present a united front against its oppressor.  
 
The group gains strength by emphasizing its 
collective identity. This inevitably means a 
conscious explicit decision on the part of 
some not to integrate with “the dominant 
culture” but to validate their own culture: 
their religion, language, values and ways of 
life(Sarup 1996). 
 

 
7) I have noticed a distinction between personal 
and collective identities according to 
positionality in global hierarchies. The Gringa 
interns seem to have more agency when it 
comes to identity construction while Las K’iche’ 
have little agency except for the construction of 
collective identities. I will compare and contrast 
these different constructions of identities as a 
means of highlighting the manifestations of 
global hierarchies in El Cachimbazo. 
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Appendix D: Follow-up Letter After the First Interview 
 
Between Worlds: 
The expression of multicultural identities in financially independent women  
co-inhabiting a post-national space in El Cachimbazo, Guatemala 
 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
Thank you for the time and thought you have put into my dissertation study on 
intercultural and bilingual identities. The interactions that I have had with each of you 
have not only been enriching to my dissertation, but also to my personal life as I gain 
strength , wisdom and valor from so many of your stories. I appreciate all that you have 
given my study. It is an honor and a responsibility to portray your life stories with 
accuracy and care.  
 
It is often the case in investigations that unforeseen changes occur along the way. Thanks 
to all of your contributions, I realized a few things needed to be altered. One of these 
changes was the decision to stay in El Cachimbazo for almost six months instead of three. 
After talking to one of you at length about this, I realized that three months was too short 
a time to get acquainted with all of you. Along with this decision was the idea to include 
all of you in the initial analysis of the data. Originally I had thought of doing this by 
email (and with some of you this still might be the case), but now I am able to perform 
this analysis here with you in El Cachimbazo. One of my founding beliefs in research is 
that we create meaning out of our lives and our identities together. Instead of believing 
that identity formation is a personal process, I see it as something we create in groups, 
something that is dynamic and ever-changing as we are exposed to more and more 
cultures. I believe that the cultural differences between us has been one of the strengths of 
this project and that by brining so many cultural perspectives together, we discover how 
to transcend these differences and act more freely.  
 
For this reason, I would like to get together with you one more time to foster a dialogue 
regarding the themes I have found in you interviews. I have found the following themes 
in almost all of your interviews:  
 

• Critical Moments in Life 
• Important Places 
• The Interest or Disinterest in Commodities that affect our Projected Identities 
• The significance of home 
• How you identify yourself 
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Attached to this letter, you will find a series of semantic webs (or outlines if is over the 
Internet). I thought it was easier to review what was talked about during the interview in 
these visual representations and what areas were given more emphasis. After you have 
read over these semantic webs (or the outlines) and corrected the accuracy of the text, I 
would like to interview you one last time on the following questions:  
 

• If you were to create a story about your life what would be the principle scenes 
that have helped you become the person you are today? 

• If you were to make a movie out of your life. What would you title it? What 
would be your plot-line or the main theme? 

• When you think about the economic differences between the groups represented 
in this study: Internationals, North Americans, Ladinas and the Maya K’iche’ how 
do you explain the disparity between these groups? How do you view politics on a 
global, national and local influencing these inequalities? (that is if you see any 
inequalities…) 

• In your own experience, how much power do you think you have over your own 
life? How much do you think your personality is constructed by the 
society/culture you were raised in and how much of your personality is developed 
with your own efforts? Where in your life do you feel social pressure? 

• Where are the spaces in the stories you told me in your interviews? What details 
and stories did you decide not to reveal? Why did you decide to include some 
things and not others? Would you tell your life story differently to a difference 
interviewer?  How would your interview have been different? 

 
When you have thought about the answers to these questions, I would like to set up 
one last interview with you (or hear from you over the Internet). I am sending you a 
confidential list of all the women who are participating in this study and their 
pseudonyms. Please keep this information confidential and do not share it with 
anyone outside of this study. I have made a commitment to all of you that I will not 
reveal details about your lives to anyone outside of this study. I hope you will provide 
me and the other participants with the same courtesy. In the future, as I create the 
chapters of my dissertation, I will send you my writings using only the pseudonyms, 
so it would be wise if you kept this list of names in a safe place that you can access 
easily in the future.  
 

Thank you again for your presence in my life and in my study. The experience I have 
shared with all of you is unforgettable and will always be cherished in my heart. 
 
In much affection and admiration,  
Lissa Pierce    
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Appendix D: Follow-up Letter (in Spanish) 
 
LA CARTA DE SEGUIMIENTO 
 
ENTRE MUNDOS: LA EXPRESION DE LAS IDENTIDADES EN MUJERES 

INDEPENDIENTES CO-HABITANDO UN ESPACIO POST-
NACIONAL EN EL CACHIMBAZO, GUATEMALA  

 
 
 
Querida participante, 
 
Gracias por su plena participación en mi estudio de educación intercultural y bilingüe. 
Las entrevistas que he tenido con cada una de ustedes han ido enriqueciendo no solo mi 
tesis sino también mi conexión con tantas mujeres de tanto valor, coraje y ternura. Les 
agradezco mucho su confianza en compartir tantos detalles de su vida conmigo. Es un 
gran honor poder representar a sus identidades y quiero tratarlas con el más respeto 
posible.  
 
Como siempre en las investigaciones, uno aprende en el camino y gracias a las plenas 
discusiones con cada una de ustedes, he hecho algunos cambios en mi plan original. Un 
de estos cambios fue la idea de quedarme aquí en el Cachimbazo por cinco meses en vez 
de tres. Por la sugerencia de una de las participantes, me di cuenta que tres meses era 
muy poco tiempo para compartir tantas experiencias con ustedes. Adjunto con mi 
decisión de quedarme aquí, era la idea de colaborar más con ustedes en el análisis de sus 
entrevistas. En el plan original, iba mandar las transcripciones de las entrevistas por el 
correo electrónico. Como mis platicas con ustedes han ido tan prosperando decidí mejor 
hacer este análisis con ustedes en persona. Uno de mis pilares de creencias en este estudio 
es que estamos construyendo las significancías de nuestras identidades juntas y que no 
sea un proceso individual, sino algo dinámico con intercambios de ideas entre culturas 
diferentes. Tengo fe que nuestras diferencias culturales brinden ideas más transcendentes 
por el hecho hay contrastes de lo que sea lo usual.  
 
Por esta razón, me gustaría juntarme con ustedes otra vez para dialogar sobre los temas 
que he encontrado en sus entrevistas. En todas las entrevistas he encontrado los temas 
siguientes:  
 

• Momentos críticos en la vida 
• Lugares de Importancia 
• El Interés o Desinterés por la Impresión Exterior 
• Concepción de Hogar 
• Como identifican a sus identitidades 
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Adjunto con esta carta, encontrará los esquemas en burbujas de sus entrevistas conmigo. 
Los dibujé en esta forma para tener un resumen gráfico de lo que hemos hablado. Creo 
que también pueden identificar las áreas más importante por la cantidad de burbujas que 
están en su entorno. Al ver estos cinco esquemas, quisiera que se prepare para responder 
a las siguientes preguntas en grupos pequeños o individualmente conmigo según lo que 
prefiera. Las preguntas son las siguientes: 
 

• ¿Si tuviera que narrar un cuento sobre la historia de su vida, cuáles serían las 
cosas que han construido las identidades que ahora se están manifestando en 
usted? 

• ¿Si tuviera que pensar en un titulo para la narración de su vida, como un titulo de 
un libro o una película, como nombraría el argumento de la narración de su vida? 

• ¿Cuándo considera las diferencias económicas entre las mujeres en este estudio 
como explicará estas diferencias en relación de la política local, nacional y 
global? Cuales son las influencias que influyen los estados ecónmicos distintos? 

• ¿En su propia opinión según sus experiencias en su vida, cuanto poder tiene el 
individuo en las construcciones de las identidades y cuanto poder tiene la 
sociedad en las formaciones de las identidades? En su propia vida donde hay 
rasgos de su propio voluntad en sus decisiones y donde hay rasgos de la presión 
de su sociedad y su cultura? 

• ¿Dónde hay espacios vacíos en su narración, cuáles son las detalles que negó 
mencionar en las entrevistas? Por que decidió evitar estos detalles y no 
enfatizarlos? ¿Cómo contaría la historia de su vida a otro oyente?  

 
Con las respuestas de estas preguntas, me gustaría hacer una reunión con usted y otros 
miembros del estudio. Por solo sus ojos, estoy incluyendo una lista de todas las 
participantes y su supuesto nombre. Es muy importante que mantenga esta información 
confidencial y guardada en un lugar privado. Intenté ponerlas en grupos relacionados 
según las amistades ya establecidas. Si prefiere estar en otro grupo o hacer esta entrevista 
conmigo solita, no tenga pena, puedo arreglar estas fechas y grupos con mucho facilidad. 
Si podría disponer la hora y lugar donde podamos reunirnos para esta entrevista de 
análisis, le agradecería bastante.  
 
Gracias por su presencia en mi estudio y en mi vida. La experiencia es inolvidable.  
 
Con mucho cariño y aprecio, 
 
Lissa Pierce    
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Appendix E: Example of Concept Mapping in an Outline Form 

 
Marisol's Home  
  
 live comfortably 
  physically  
  Not a Homes and Gardens Home 
 cleanliness 
  
  walk around bare foot without dirt 
 Privacy 
 things that remind me of being outside of the first world 
 Things from home 
  low maintenance clothes 
  no pictures 
  easy to pack 
  three sarongs that can be used for various things 
  Music 
 With people I have something in common with 
  
  Doesn’t necessarily mean family 
  
  Reflecting with people not necessarily to live with them 
 Need one or two friends in each place 
 El Salvador 
  Cardboard bookcase 
  Cheaply 
  
  relying on myself/freedom from materialism 
  not having to consume 
 good meal 
 Christmas and talking to my nephew 
  Religion 
 Family and Love is definitely on the periphery 
 Two years in different countries 
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Appendix F: Encomias of All the Participants in this Study 

I use a literary genre called encomias, borrowed from ancient Greek literature by 

Bakhtin, as a means of capturing the essence of the characters of each of the thirteen 

participants of this study by presenting their lives in their entirety. Bakhtin’s encomias 

are used like obituaries or speeches read at funerals over the graves of eminent citizens of 

the polis and include accounts of their major accomplishments (Holquist, 1993). 

Although, the participants of this study are alive and well, Bakhtin’s encomias will be 

used merely as a tool to lay the groundwork of some basic biographical information and 

illustrate the variety in the pool of participants in the transnational narrative in a post-

national space of El Cachimbazo, Guatemala from May until November of 2002.  

 
The Ladina Guatemalans 

Christina was a successful restaurant owner, a mother of three children and a strong 

believer in God. She was monolingual in Spanish, but took on many American and 

European qualities as she welcomed many stray multicultural/transnational workers into 

her heart and her home during the years after the signing of the Peace Accord. She and 

her children wore expensive designer clothes from the United States and jewelry from 

Colombia. Her glamour made her famous in El Cachimbazo, as one of the top sales 

representatives of Jacqueline Carol Cosmetics for the entire department of El 

Cachimbazo. After retiring from the cosmetics business, she ran a successful catering, 

restaurant and a cake decorating business from her home. She had been a single mother 

for seven years when I met her in 2002. At forty-one years old, she was still only 

separated (divorce did not seem an option in her Catholic upbringing) from her husband 

who left her and her three children for another woman. She was my host mother when I 
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lived in El Cachimbazo. Although she was only five years older than me, she was like a 

mother to me.  

 Karina was a rebel of adulthood. She was the youngest participant in the study 

(nineteen years old) and was doing all she could to maintain her adolescent freedom. She 

worked as a secretary in mini skirts and tight blouses during the day and played 

basketball, roller-bladed and talked to foreigners in the central plaza after work in a jean 

jacket, a rock concert T-shirt and Levi’s. On the weekends, she went to Christian rock 

concerts with her high school friends, although her father, a protestant evangelical 

minister, did not approve of her roquera (rock concert groupie) identity. Karina was 

clever in maneuvering around her father’s strict religious rules by telling her parents that 

she was sleeping over at a girlfriend’s house when she attended concerts out of town. 

Karina was laid off from her job during the time of this study and found it very hard to 

find another job since she was monolingual in Spanish and did not have an advanced 

degree. Karina did not consider the option of college because she could not afford to go 

on her father’s modest salary. Besides, she expressed that she never really liked studying 

anyway. I met Karina at a Christian rock concert my first weekend in El Cachimbazo 

where we danced wildly without inhibitions. Karina often came to visit unexpectedly to 

share an ice cream, an orange soda or a scandalous story with me.  

 Veronica centered her life on cultivating a better life for her three children. She 

worked early hours as the janitor of the IPE project and sold cosmetics through 

catalogues in the afternoons so her children had all the school supplies, clothes and 

extracurricular activities they needed to participate in middle-class Ladino culture. She 

was trained as a nurse, but made more money cleaning at multilateral organizations in El 
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Cachimbazo. She was married to a Maya K’iche’ man who struggled financially, making 

it necessary for her to work so her children could have the opportunities she did not have 

as a child.  Veronica was born in a port town, on the Atlantic coast of Guatemala to 

alcoholic parents. She was very close to her husband’s family, especially her mother-in-

law, who I assume replaced the mother figure she was lacking. Veronica kindly invited 

me to a children’s birthday party with her husband’s family my first weekend in El 

Cachimbazo. Veronica told me that she understood how lonely a woman could feel being 

away from her family and was quick to take me under her wing and introduce me to her 

husband’s family in El Cachimbazo. Veronica also took another participant under her 

wing, a Maya K’iche’ accountant named Ana and because friendships between these two 

cultural groups was so unusual in El Cachimbazo, I interviewed them together.  

 Virginia was called La Malinchista38 by the staff at the IPE office when she was 

not around. She was an independent consultant for Maya K’iche’ bilingual educators but 

had great difficulties getting along with them. Although she had difficulties working with 

the Maya K’iche’ in the IPE project, she had been very successful working with North 

Americans in the Peace Corp where she coordinated the acquisition of Spanish for 

English-speaking volunteers.  She was born into an underprivileged family in a rural and 

remote area of the Western Highlands, but after divorcing her husband, she moved to 

Guatemala City to work for the Peace Corps and lived a Ladina lifestyle with her mother 

and her son. Although Virginia had a well-paid job, she struggled financially to pay for 

her son’s education and her mother’s cancer treatments. She said that she felt victim to 

                                                 
38 Using the derogatory term “La Malincha” implied an Indigenous woman who was selling her soul to the 
white men in power, just as the Aztec princess, Malincha did by marrying Hernan Cortes and becoming his 
lead translator and negotiator in taking away the land and the rights of her people to the Spanish 
conquerors. 



 264

reverse discrimination by the Maya K’iche’ people. She felt ostracized and unwelcome in 

certain circles of Mayan educators due to her dogmatic views on education and second 

language proficiency. Contrary to the Maya K’iche’ educators’ experience with Virginia, 

I found her cordial and collaborative with me as we wrote a curriculum guide together for 

a teacher-training manual. Her kindness toward me made me wonder if my Gringa 

appearance took her off the defensive and made it easy for us to relate. 

 

The Maya K’iche’ 

Ana worked as an accountant by day and during evenings and weekends she studied 

voraciously to finish up her Master’s degree in Economics. Ana had a cultivated intellect 

and a comprehensive understanding of the global state of economic affairs. She seemed, 

however, to hide this brilliance around other people, especially around her Ladina friend, 

Veronica. As reserved as she was about her academic brilliance, she was the same in her 

personal life. For example, I recently discovered that she has gotten married, and I did not 

even know she had a fiancée during the time we have been in contact. She lived in 

Chichicastenango with a host family while she studied for her master’s degree because 

her family lived in a remote area of Guatemala where the universities did not have a 

satellite campus. Ana and I became friends my first week in El Cachimbazo as she 

expressed interest in learning English.  She was also in charge of the accounting in the 

office and issued my paychecks every month. I still enjoy communicating with her as she 

is an avid user of the Internet. As I find myself with new questions about her culture, she 

has been very helpful in providing me with research and has transcribed the answers from 

the other participants she interviews for me.  
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 Claraluz has been a bilingual, elementary school teacher for more than twenty 

years. She is from Quetzaltenango and came to El Cachimbazo during the week and 

commuted back home to be with her family every weekend. She recently retired from her 

public school profession and joined the IPE project to work on curriculum development. 

Her strong character was intimidating to some of the men in the office, but her gentle, 

motherly ways made her very popular with the women. She had two children and a 

husband who stayed at home with them while she was working in El Cachimbazo. She 

received her master’s degree in education in 1996 after many years of struggling as a 

mother, an elementary school teacher, a choir director, a master’s degree student and a 

wife. She managed it all well with a strong spiritual belief in the work she was doing to 

preserve her language and her culture. She wore colorful typical dress and had long hair 

she tied back in a tight bun. Each of her huipiles (Mayan embroidered blouses) had 

special meaning to her as pieces of art from her cultural heritage. I met Claraluz at the 

IPE project where we coordinated some teacher training workshops together. She was a 

woman of wisdom and many members of her family sought her for advice. She had a 

strong spiritual sense about her and often helped me with sound advice when I had 

afflictions of the heart.  

 Margarita told me stories of working for Ladino families who treated her “worse 

than they treated their own dogs” (7/06/02, First Interview). She left her home at the age 

of seven to work with Ladino families as a housekeeper and therefore did not speak Maya 

K’iche’ after leaving home. She had worked for Christina’s in-laws for over twenty years 

before she started working solely for Christina (a Ladina Guatemalan participant) and had 

recently decided to work only with Christina after she separated from her husband. The 
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two of them were quite a pair and practically inseparable in their work with their 

restaurant El Café Mi Diosito. Margarita was in charge of the kitchen and the household, 

but owned nothing of her own. She, like Christina, had an entrepreneurial spirit and 

bought and sold used clothing from the U.S. to sell in El Cachimbazo. She wore T-shirts 

from la paca (used clothing from the U.S.), but maintained the use of the typical corte (a 

Mayan wrap skirt). The money she earned from La paca went to pay for her younger 

sisters’ education and her mother’s illness. Margarita had been able to study up to fourth 

grade while she worked as a housekeeper for Christina’s family. However, she read the 

paper every day and told me that she was educating herself by reading whenever she had 

a free moment. Margarita was the head housekeeper at the house I lived in at El 

Cachimbazo and provided me with all the comforts of home. 

 Norma was born into a family so underprivileged that her parents could not 

afford to put shoes on her feet. The military had devastated her community during the 

Civil War. She tried to escape the oppression at home in her studies at school. Her father 

refused to let her study after sixth grade, but she was so persistent that he finally gave in. 

During my time in El Cachimbazo, she was finishing her master’s degree and was the 

only female coordinator at the IPE project. I found out, however, in December of 2002 

that her contract was not renewed, and so she returned to her home community. She was 

dedicated to pursuing her education even after combating the worst of odds and helped 

other women to do the same. She paid for her younger sisters to go through school and 

for her community to build her a house near her parents’ home. Norma always wore the 

typical Maya K’iche’ huipiles (a poncho-like blouse sewn up on the sides) that had 

flowers, or birds or bright colors illuminating her pretty round face. She worked very 
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hard and rarely gave in to moments when her body told her it was time to rest. Her eyes 

always looked tired, but her spirit was always on the move. I met Norma the first week I 

worked in the IPE project and she kindly invited me to spend the weekend with her and 

her family in her home community close to Lago Atitlán. She was kind and cordial to all 

the Gringa interns who came to the office and always invited them to spend time with her 

and her family on the weekends in her community on the lake. 

 

The Gringa Interns 

Jasmine was shy in Spanish (although her Spanish was almost perfect!) and very 

reserved. She did not need much to feel at home in a new environment. She brought very 

few belongings and told me that she was used to carrying “her little suitcase” around ever 

since her parents got divorced when she was very young. Her parents had shared custody, 

so she would spend two weeks with her father and then two weeks with her mother who 

both lived in the same town in upstate New York. Her family would tease her that she did 

not take up much space in their homes since she kept her possessions to a minimum. She 

joined the Peace Corps program after college and lived two years on a small island in 

Micronesia. She was level headed, had a good sense of humor and worked hard on her 

master’s thesis on the weekends while working in evaluation of the IPE project during the 

week. She was petite and pretty with golden hair that was always pulled back in a 

ponytail. She looked fragile, yet upon speaking to her, I was struck with how solid and 

strong she was. She was always even-keeled, no matter the situation in El Cachimbazo 

and was a constant source of support and anchoring to many an American intern who 

panicked in the face of the unknown. 
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Julie Ann prided herself on the fact that she had never really “worked.” She was 

in her late thirties and has remained a student since she started college eighteen years ago. 

She lived in a college town of Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, so long that she had 

practically lived in every house in the town. Although her home base was Champaign-

Urbana, she lived in Chorrina, Italy, for a year in high school as an exchange student, a 

year in college and every summer afterward when possible. She was an avid language 

learner and took classes in French, Spanish and Italian and even two Mayan languages. 

She had been returning to Guatemala as a language student since 1992. Julie Ann was a 

strict vegetarian, which was a hard regimine to follow in a “cow-town” like El 

Cachimbazo. Julie Ann’s refusal to eat meat restricted her in many ways from being 

social because she ate her meals alone in the small kitchen in the IPE office. Julie Ann 

and I met over emails before beginning our time together in Guatemala. She reminded me 

to pack warm clothes with her stories of practically freezing to death in the Western 

Highlands the previous summer. El Cachimbazo was chilly in the summer, especially 

during the rainy season, and I felt fortunate to have followed her advice and brought a 

down comforter. 

Lissa liked to say she was “born on the border” although the border she referred 

to was the Canadian border. She was born in Buffalo, New York, forty-five minutes from 

Niagara Falls. She lived in five different U.S. states growing up and had lived in four 

different countries (France, Spain, Ecuador and Guatemala) for over five years total. She 

was in her mid-thirties and single after a divorce that occurred in Guatemala in 1998. She 

was pursuing her doctorate in bilingual education and said that the Spanish language and 

the Guatemalan people stung her into staying so long. She said she was attracted to the 
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warmth and the emphasis on family that she always seemed to find when in Latin 

America. She also loved living the romantic, dramatic life that was given to her in 

Guatemala. She dressed in extra large lime green and lilac linen shirts tenting her yoga-

every-day size body. She painted her lips lilac and her toes to match. She often looked 

like Pippi Longstocking with her ragamuffin apparel and hair that always looked like she 

had just stepped off a motorcycle. She had an enjoy-it-to-the-fullest attitude and often 

made those around her laugh as heartily as she did.  

Marisol found her way around Guatemala quite effortlessly—even when the 

drivers of the project forgot to pick her up at the airport on her first day in the country. 

She was petite and looked frail, but had a survival instinct that always helped her land 

right side up, no matter how high she fell. She was born in Andover, Massachusetts, to a 

strict Christian Science family where she was the middle child of twelve siblings. Her 

family was considered poor in comparison with the wealthy neighborhood in which they 

lived, and Marisol came to resent the students at her school who didn’t have to work after 

school to pay for their college education or shop for clothes at second hand shops. These 

limitations, however, did not keep her from traveling. She lived in El Salvador for six 

months during college and two years in the Peace Corps in Namibia and had been to 

Guatemala previously on a short trip. She was working on her graduate degree in 

development and came to Guatemala for the summer to “hang out and have fun,” taking a 

needed a break from her stressful workload at Harvard. I appreciated Marisol’s survival 

skills. She taught me how to rig a tent and drink water through a carbon filter. Her 

experience “in the bush” in Namibia served her well while living in remote areas of 

Guatemala.   
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Sarah said that when she read the book Third Culture Kids ((Polluck and Van 

Reken 1999)39 she could not put it down until she finished it. Sarah was an avid reader 

and could easily read an entire novel in an afternoon, but what pulled her into this book 

was that it was the story of her life. She lived in seven countries growing up with a father 

who was a multilateral organizational director all over the Americas, Africa and now in 

the Middle East. Sarah was born in Honduras and seemed to feel the most at home there, 

although her fair skin and silky mahogany hair made her look “all-American.” Her father 

bought an island off the coast of Utila where her family got together a few times a year. 

She was a recent graduate from a southern university in the United States and came to 

Guatemala after her United States college experience without much direction or any 

career goal (she was recently hired full time by the central Washington office of the IPE 

project). Since she lived in Guatemala for two years as a young adolescent, she still had 

family friends. Sarah and I were roommates for over five months and supported each 

other through difficult transitional times. 

Tita was an exile from Peru who found refuge at the International Peacekeeping 

Mission in El Cachimbazo. The job paid so well that she had managed to bring her three 

daughters, her ex-husband (who lived with her and took care of the children while she 

worked) and her boyfriend (a Native American of the Colombian Rainforest who also 

worked for the International Peacekeeping Mission in a neighboring town). She lived 

with her ex-husband and her three children and saw her boyfriend on the weekends. Her 

oldest daughter was still in Peru studying pre-med in college and visited her mother in El 

Cachimbazo during the summers. Her unconventional family traveled as a pack within 

                                                 
39 Polluck & Van Reken (1999) use term Third Culture Kids to refer to children who have parents with 
careers in the diplomatic corps and have grown up globally. 
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the safety of the International Peacekeeping Mission’s vehicles even on the weekend 

when they would relax at the lake. Tita loved to have parties and invited all the foreigners 

in town. Parties at Tita’s house meant good food, plenty of drinks and dancing with 

interesting people until the early hours of the morning. 
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Appendix G: Glossary 

Between Worlds:  A mind set of multicultural human beings who live within a variety of 
diverse cultures, political orientations and economic situations.  
 
Dialogism: A term coined by Holquist (1990) to describe how sentient individuals 
always exist in a state of being “addressed” and in the process of “answering.” The 
formation of identity is a way of naming the dense interconnections between the intimate 
and public venues of social practice (Holland, Lachiott, Cain, & Skinner, 1998).  
 
Fields of Cultural Production: A term coined by Pierre Bourdieu (1993) to mean a set 
of objective, historical relations that are anchored in a certain form prescribed within a 
particular hierarchy (Bourdieu, 1993).   
 
First World Nations: A strong colonial identification with European traditions of 
thinking. An imperialistic undertone to all foreign relations and a sense of superiority due 
to technological advancements and modern conveniences (Spivak, 1986).   
 
Habitus: A term coined by Bourdieu (1993) that explains a set of historical relations 
“deposited” within individual bodies in the form of mental and corporeal schema of 
perception, appreciation and action. It is an invisible structuring mechanism that can 
become a conscious awareness (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).   
 
Heteroglossia: A term coined by Bahktin (1981) that describes how pre-existing material 
flows through the brain as an individual searches simultaneously for the correct means of 
responding. Because languages are inextricably intertwined in ideology and experiences 
in the world, the utterances produced are a direct reflection of the particular, localized 
collective experience. 
 
Human Agency: The power of people to act purposely and reflectively in complex 
interrelationships with one another in order to reiterate or remake their worlds. Human 
agency can be seen as art of acting impromptu to get a preferred outcome. Individuals act 
not only as agents of their own self interest, but also as instruments of larger political, 
social and economic movements (Holland et al., 1998).                                        
 
Identity Formation: A process produced from the available cultural resources and 
critical reflections regarding dilemmas between what is needed in social situations and 
what is wanted as a matter of self-interest (Nelson, 1999).   
 
Mestizos: These are people of biological blends of European, African and Mexican 
descent who live in Guatemala (2002). 
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Multicultural/transnational women: They are those who have lived in a variety of 
cultural settings, who speak more than one language and who have adopted some 
characteristics of more than one culture. They are chameleons, depending on the social 
setting they can alter their behavior as a means of dealing with norms and practices from 
different worlds (Ortega, 2001).  
 
Narrative Smoothing: A process of finding a thematic thread in a life story and selecting 
items from the gathered data that fit the plot to be included in the final storied account 
(Polkinghorne, 1995). 
 
New Ethnographers of Personhood: A methodology coined by Dorothy Holland et.al. 
(1998) that share the implicit or explicit components of post-structuralists philosophers 
and their emphasis on  specific cultural discourses and practices. These new 
ethnographers do not regard these discourses and practices as indicators of essential 
features of the cultures in which they work. Rather they treat these discourses as the 
media around which socially and historically positioned persons construct their 
subjectivities in practice (Holland et al., 1998). 
 
In-depth phenomenological interviewing: The process of interviewing people by 
looking at the study of development of consciousness and self-awareness as a preface to 
their personal philosophy (Moustakas, 1994). 
 
Postcolonialism: A global system that privileges those with academic preparation from 
the European or North American educational system. These privileged people from “First 
World Nations” often perceive themselves as superiors and have a vested interest in 
maintaining the status quo of the “Third World Nations” (Spivak, 1992). 
 
Post-national space: The word post-national refers to the contemporary phenomenon 
where national borders are blending and blurring the lines between worlds. Post national 
spaces are places away from home where people live temporarily immersed in a variety 
of cultural backgrounds. It is a reconfigured international landscape arising from the 
following post-modern phenomenon:  

1) The collapse of national, economical and political boundaries. 
2) The crisis of authority and the symbolic “end” of the State  
3) The dawn of transnational workers who are seen as key players of making this 

highly charged and dangerous (Lincoln & Guba, 1989; Suarez-Orozco, 1998). 
 

Second Language Acquisition: The distinction between “acquiring” a language as 
opposed to “learning” one is defined by the exposure of the target language by natural 
interactions with people of the host country. Acquiring a second language means learning 
it naturally and not from the formal “learning” environment of school (Ovando & Collier, 
1998). 
 
Semantic Webs: These are otherwise known as a graphic organizer, a diagram, or a 
concept map that is used to literally “see” relationships. They are usually used in English 
as a Second Language class as a tool to help in understanding the key elements of a text 
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or for a prewriting framework for a writing assignment. Semantic webs are composed of 
central hubs with extending spokes. They can work to show relationships between main 
ideas and subordinate details (Ovando & Collier, 1998).  
 
Third World Nations: Underdeveloped countries that were former colonies of the 
British, Portuguese or the French. The idea of the Third World is a monolithic entity that 
came out of the international division of labor after the Second World War (Spivak, 1990, 
p. 114). 
 
World Travelers: are willing to travel "worlds," not as tourists who travel to relax, 
exoticize, and consume, but as people ready to learn from others and to put themselves at 
risk in order to take a critical stance against the injustices and oppression suffered by 
people who, day to day, go on being harassed, abused, or ignored (Ortega, 2001). 
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