SURVIVING CONQUEST:
The Maya of Guatemala in Historical Perspective*
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Little by little heavy shadows and black
night enveloped our fathers and grand-
fathers and us also, oh, my sons . .. !
All of us were thus. We were born to die!
The Annals of the Cakchiquels

(ca. 1550-1600)

The Maya of Guatemala are today, as they have been in the past,
a dominated and beleaguered group. Few have expressed this enduring
reality more poignantly than the late Oliver La Farge. Commenting
forty years ago on why Kanjobal Indians take to drink, La Farge ob-
served that “while these people undoubtedly suffer from drunkenness,
one would hesitate to remove the bottle from them until the entire
pattern of their lives is changed. They are an introverted people, con-
sumed by internal fires which they cannot or dare not express, eternally
chafing under the yoke of conquest, and never for a moment forgetting
that they are a conquered people.”’

La Farge’s observation is important because, among other things,
it views conquest not as a remote, historical experience but as a visible,
present condition. Sol Tax and others concur with La Farge, portraying
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TABLE 1 The Mayan Population of Guatemala, 1950-1980

Percentage of

Year Mayan Population National Population
1950 1,611,928 56.2
1964 2,185,679 50.3
1973 2,680,178 48.0
1980 3,230,393 47.3

Source: John D. Early, “A Demographic Survey of Contemporary Guatemalan Maya,” in
Heritage of Conquest: Thirty Years Later, edited by Carl Kendall, John Hawkins, and Laurel
Bossen (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1983), 75.

native life in Mesoamerica as a “heritage of conquest” that connects
modern-day survivors with their ancestors of centuries ago.? The forms
of this heritage, to be sure, have varied considerably over the years, but
conquest as a way of life remains very much a fact of life for more than
twenty different Maya-speaking peoples who, to this day, comprise
roughly half the population of Guatemala (tables 1 and 2).

In coming to terms with Indian survival in Guatemala, a great
danger lies in romanticizing or oversimplifying what happened in his-
tory.> The recent work of Nancy Farriss in this regard helps enor-
mously. Farriss asserts that Mesoamerican Indians must be viewed
properly as independent subjects rather than as anachronistic vestiges
of a pre-Columbian past or as passive objects of colonial or neocolonial
rule.? This perspective, she maintains, allows indigenous peoples to be
seen not so much as relicts or victims—which they are or can be—but as
actors who have responded to events in ways that help determine no
small part of their cultural reality. The capacity to respond creatively to
invasion and domination is one Farriss likens to “strategic accultura-
tion,” by which she means that concessions are made and certain
changes are undertaken “in order to preserve essentials.”> Over the
past two decades, revisionist depictions by Farriss and others have cre-
ated a distinctive genre of Latin Americanist research that embraces
diverse disciplines, ideologies, and interests.®

This article seeks to delineate some of the ways the Maya of
Guatemala have responded culturally in order to survive almost five
centuries of conquest. In piecing together a synthesis, evidence is laid
down in the form of a pyramid. The base of time past tapers towards
the peak of time present, a structure chosen to emphasize the historical
antecedents that propel, and the cultural context that frames, current
social unrest. Most scholars wishing to situate the contemporary crisis
in historical perspective devote considerably more attention to post-
Independence times (1821 on) than to the colonial period.” Such an
approach is here reversed in an attempt to establish more concretely
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TABLE 2 Language Groups of the Guatemalan Maya

Maya Language Group Number of Speakers
(ca. 1973)
Achi of Cubulco 18,000
Aguacateco 16,000
Cakchiquel 405,000
Chorti 52,000
Chuj 29,000
Ixil 71,000
Jacalteco 32,000
Kanjobal 112,000
Kekchi 361,000
Mam 644,000
Maya-Mopan 5,000
Pocomén 32,000
Pokomchi 50,000
Quiché 967,000
Rabinal Achi 40,000
Sacapulteco 21,000
Sipacapense 3,000
Tacaneco 42,000
Tectiteco 2,500
Tzutujil 80,000
Uspanteco 2,000

Source: Bibliografia del Instituto Lingiiistico de Verano de Centroamérica, edited by Pamela
Sheetz de Echerd (Guatemala City: Instituto de Verano, 1983), 4-7.

the colonial experience upon which the events and circumstances of
post-Independence Maya life were irreducibly founded. While the spe-
cifics of Maya cultural survival could be used to illustrate conformity to,
or departure from, certain theoretical considerations, this approach has
been passed over in favor of historical narrative.® The principal intent,
to borrow from the ideas and vocabulary of Edward H. Spicer, is to
outline the cycles of conquest the Maya of Guatemala have been sub-
jected to since the early sixteenth century.® These cycles are conquest by
imperial Spain, conquest by local and international capitalism, and con-
quest by state terror. Each of these cycles has produced or has rein-
forced certain geographical patterns that reflect basic and irresolvable
fissures in the nature of Guatemalan social, economic, and political life.
In the geography of conquest, three cornerstones of Maya culture, three
elements essential to group survival, recur and figure prominently:
land, community, and an attachment to place. Persistent defense of this
trinity has been, and will remain, fundamental to the maintenance of
Maya identity.
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CONQUEST BY IMPERIAL SPAIN

The Spanish conquest of Guatemala, begun in 1524 by forces led
by Pedro de Alvarado, was not easily attained. From the beginning,
the Maya offered fierce resistance, repeatedly engaging Spanish troops
and their Mexican auxiliaries in hostile confrontation. Some highland
groups, among them the Uspantec and the Kekchi, inflicted temporary
defeat on the foreign invaders; other lowland peoples, including the
Chol Manché and the Itzas, actually stalled effective Spanish penetra-
tion for up to a century and a half after the initial European intrusion. '’
Unlike the conquest of central Mexico, which was executed with a
prompt and ruthless efficiency, the conquest of Guatemala was made
an arduous, protracted affair because of intense political fragmentation
that, prior to Alvarado’s arrival, had resulted in open hostilities between
competing Maya groups, especially between the Cakchiquel and the
Quiché. While the defeat of the Aztecs by Hernan Cortés did much to
hasten the capitulation of other Mesoamerican peoples ruled by them,
Alvarado had no single, incumbent state to overcome. On the contrary,
an irksome number of small but tenacious groups, accustomed to vary-
ing degrees of autonomy, had to be tackled one by one. Successful
domination of the Quiché, the first and probably most complexly orga-
nized people to succumb, was followed by a series of laborious cam-
paigns aimed at subjugating such groups as the Mam, the Tzutujil, the
Cakchiquel (initially Spanish allies who rebelled in 1526 after suffering
two years of abuse at the hands of their European taskmasters), the Ixil,
and the Pocomén.!!

As elsewhere in the New World, the Spaniards were assisted in
their conquest by the ravages of Old World diseases inadvertently intro-
duced by Europeans and Africans to an immunologically defenseless
Amerindian population.’? Epidemics of smallpox, measles, and mumps
—referred to by one scholar as “the shock troops” of the conquest—
took a heavy native toll, particularly during the early colonial period.'?
Debate persists over which set of figures most accurately reflects the
extent and magnitude of Maya depopulation (see table 3), but it is now
generally agreed that the decline was precipitous and continued for
decades after the initial pivotal contact.'* It is also clear that the demo-
graphic collapse of native Guatemalans proceeded unevenly through
time and differentially across space.’

Epidemic disease, however, even if it was the single most signifi-
cant factor, cannot by itself account for temporal and regional variations
in the pattern of Indian mortality—nor can the infamous Black Legend,
which lays the blame on unmitigated slaughter, rapacious exploitation,
and abusive treatment on the part of demoniacal Spaniards. The com-
plexity of the issue demands that future research be more sophisticated
and less one-dimensional. Evidence from Mexico and Peru, where dif-
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TABLE 3 Maya Depopulation in Sixteenth-Century Guatemala

Year Denevan®  Lovell, Lutz, Sanders & Solano* Zamora®
& Swezey”  Murdy

ca. 1525 2,000,000 2,000,000 500,000- 300,000 315,000
800,000

ca. 1550 427,850 157,000 121,000

ca. 1575 148,000 75,000

ca. 1600 195,000 64,000

Note: For full bibliographical references, see endnotes 12 and 14. Evidence from the ma-
terial cited in endnote 26 indicates that native population decline in highland Guatemala
continued well into the seventeenth century, after which time downward trends were
slowly and then dramatically reversed. Several lowland areas, however, especially along
the Pacific coast and around the Bay of Honduras, were emptied of their contact popula-
tions within two or three generations. If the estimates of Denevan and Lovell, Lutz, and
Swezey are correct, it took over four centuries for the Maya of Guatemala to recover
from the demographic collapse precipitated by Spanish conquest.

a Estimate is for the territory of the present-day republic of Guatemala.

Estimate is for southern Guatemala, defined as the area of the present-day republic of
Guatemala excluding the northern department of El Petén, with some overspill west into
the Mexican state of Chiapas and east into the republic of El Salvador.

€ Estimate is for highland Guatemala only.
d Spatial basis of estimate unclear.

€ Estimate is for western Guatemala, specifically the colonial jurisdiction known as the
alcaldia mayor of Zapotitlan and Suchitepéquez. Neither eastern Guatemala nor the north-
ern Petén district is included in these estimates.

ferences in the demographic experience of highland and lowland areas
have been noted, indicates that the role of environment as a key epide-
miological variable must be considered.'® Culture shock—the stress or
trauma of conquest—must also be taken into account, for native com-
munities were clearly disrupted by the imposition of various practices
that irrevocably altered the ecological and psychological harmony of the
Amerindian world."” Linda Newson argues that two other important
variables were “first, the nature of Indian societies and the size of their
populations at the time of Spanish conquest because these factors influ-
enced the type of institution used to control and exploit the Indians;
and second, the kinds and profitabilities of resources to be found in the
areas in which the Indians lived.”'®

What is indisputable is that epidemic outbreaks, one of which
actually preceded Alvarado’s arrival by three or four years, substantially
reduced Maya numbers and thus adversely affected native capacity to
resist.’ A superior military apparatus, coupled with a strategic sense of
when and how to deploy manpower and equipment, also increased
Spanish advantage. The psychological impact on peoples who had
never before seen a horse and its rider in action was as devastating as
the material superiority of steel and firearms over bows and arrows.
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Brave and stubborn though the Maya were, subjugation by a more for-
midable adversary was ultimately their fate.

Spanish hegemony put Maya communities under immediate
pressure to conform to imperial designs. A fundamental element of the
Hispanic quest for empire was to organize space and to control popula-
tion movement by founding towns and villages. Under the policy of
congregacion, which began in the highlands in the mid-sixteenth cen-
tury, thousands of native families were coerced from their homes in
the mountains into new settlements (congregaciones) built around
churches located, wherever possible, in open valley floors. For the
Spaniards, congregacién promoted more effective civil administration,
facilitated the conversion of Indians to Christianity, and created central-
ized pools of labor that could be drawn upon in myriad ways to meet
imperial objectives. To Spanish eyes, the order inherent in congregacion
stood in marked contrast to the random and scattered domestic ar-
rangements first encountered by soldiers and missionaries.? Conceived
by clergy and bureaucrats as the melting pots of empire, congrega-
ciones symbolized much that Hispanic culture valued most. As for mo-
tivations, the conquistador and chronicler Bernal Diaz del Castillo
summed up Spanish aims and intentions with remarkable brevity when
he declared: “We came here to serve God and the King, and also to get
rich.”?!

Spanish conquerors and colonists, being more entrepreneurially
than feudally inclined, initially considered control of labor more impor-
tant than control of land.?? Thus the first decades of conquest empha-
sized devices such as the encomienda and the repartimiento, institutional
arrangements whereby privileged Spaniards received from Indian com-
munities tribute in goods and services without actually being awarded
seigneurial rights.?> Not until the exploitation of native labor proved to
be an erratic source of wealth did materially minded Spaniards turn to
the land as an alternate means of support and enrichment. Individuals
so inclined took advantage of favorable legislation known as the compo-
sicion de tierras. First promulgated by royal order in 1591, composicién
was designed specifically to raise funds for an impecunious treasury by
selling land considered to belong to the Crown throughout Spanish
America.?* Spanish acquisition of land coincided closely with a period
of economic stagnation in Guatemala that lasted for much of the seven-
teenth century. During this time, old practices, such as reliance on en-
comienda and repartimiento, gradually gave way to new initiatives,
including the formation of rural estates and the emergence of debt
peonage.” Acquiring land and making efforts to secure labor to work it
were strategies triggered by the depletion of an Indian work force that
had declined drastically in size since the early sixteenth century, in
some regions by 90 percent or more.*®
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In adapting to the harder times of the seventeenth century,
Spaniards were not drawn equally to all parts of Guatemala. Even prior
to the onset of contraction and experimentation, Spanish exploitation of
the Guatemalan resource base had concentrated either on the cacao-rich
Pacific Coast or on the rolling, temperate lands to the south and east of
the capital city of Santiago, where indigo could be grown, cattle raised,
and two or even three corn crops harvested each year.”” The highlands
of the tierra fria, or cold land, to the north and west—remote, rugged,
and of little commercial importance—were perceived as far less attrac-
tive by those concerned more with the potential windfalls of the exter-
nal market than with modest involvement in the local economy.?® As a
result, Spanish interest in the northwest highlands after conquest had
been consolidated and congregacion implemented was never as intense
as in the more accessible and lower Oriente, the eastern region of Gua-
temala. This state of affairs prevailed during the economically stagnant
or transitional years of the seventeenth century. It seems also to have
prevailed, to a lesser extent, throughout the eighteenth and into the
nineteenth century.?

The implications of this subjective environmental appraisal were
far-reaching. The priorities of imperial Spain first lend support to Leo
Despres’s thesis that “competition for scarce resources accounts for a
great deal of the when and where of ethnic confrontations.”*® More
important, when Spanish attitudes were translated into thousands of
individual actions, they resulted, from the Indian point of view, in a
differentiated colonial experience, the nature of which marks Guate-
mala to this day. South and east of Santiago, where native communities
were encroached upon more, cultural and biological assimilation pro-
ceeded more quickly and intensely. Spaniards and Maya mixed, as in
neighboring El Salvador and Honduras, to create a predominantly mes-
tizo or ladino milieu. To the north and west of Santiago, where less
conspicuous entrepreneurial opportunities drew fewer Spaniards, na-
tive peoples withstood the onslaught of acculturation with more resil-
ience, holding on to much of their land, retaining Maya principles of
community organization, and guarding a sense of place that was reso-
lutely their own. This is not to suggest that three centuries of Spanish
rule left native culture pristine and whole. The colonial experience in
the north and west, however, was distinguished, if not by differences of
kind, then by important ones of degree.”!

Murdo MacLeod has portrayed the economic history of Spanish
Central America as one of cyclical booms, setbacks, and readjustments
that reflect changing Spanish fortunes in the relentless search (after
gold and silver proved elusive or insufficient) for what Pierre and
Hugette Chaunu have called a produit moteur, a successful cash crop
that would generate the wealth Spaniards craved.** Except for supply-
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ing much-needed labor to the cacao plantations of the Pacific coast or to
the indigo farms of the Oriente, the Maya of the northwest participated
little in the great economic cycles that made such a dramatic and long-
lasting impact elsewhere in Guatemala. If Central America was, in
terms of its peripheral status with the mother country, indeed “the
richest of the poor, or the poorest of the rich,” then the northwest high-
lands must surely have ranked among imperial Spain’s least-prized
possessions.™>

Condemned by geography and an apparent lack of resources to
inhabit an unprofitable backwater in the Spanish scheme of empire, the
highland Maya were never so ignored that their communities became
the breeding ground for general insurrection, although a number of
uprisings did occur at the local level.** Instead, Indians effectively nur-
tured a cultural resistance by keeping alive many of their long-estab-
lished traditions. The result was not a return to life as it was led be-
fore the conquest, a move that was clearly impossible, given the reality
of Spanish hegemony. Rather, the emerging society was a creative
blend of elements of Hispanic culture the Maya had absorbed, mixed
with elements of pre-Columbian culture they had defended and up-
held.*® This fusion of the old and the new led to the formation of a
culture of refuge and the emergence throughout northwest Guatemala
of what Eric Wolf thirty years ago termed “closed corporate peasant
communities.”>®

Wolf’s construct is surely one of the most celebrated in Meso-
american anthropology. He argued that such communities evolved so
as to guarantee “a measure of communal jurisdiction over land” and in
order to “restrict their membership, maintain a religious system, en-
force mechanisms which ensure the redistribution or destruction of sur-
plus wealth, and uphold barriers against the entry of goods and ideas
produced outside the community.”>” The closed corporate peasant com-
munity was envisioned less as “an offspring of conquest” than as the
product of “the dualization of society into a dominant entrepreneurial
sector and a dominated sector of native peasants.”*® Although the con-
figuration has undergone “great changes since the time it was first con-
stituted,” Wolf held that “its essential features are still visible.”” He
thus regarded “the present-day Indian community as a direct descen-
dant of the reconstructed community of the seventeenth century.”*

While the concept of the closed corporate peasant community
has held up to the scrutiny of revisionist research remarkably well, in
the face of recent thinking it now stands in need of some refinement.
Modifications that relate to postcolonial times will be discussed later.
With respect to the colonial period, the crucial issue is a matter of scale
and specificity. In geographical terms, some communities appear to
have been significantly less closed than others, just as some communi-
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ties were socially less corporate than others. Put another way, the cul-
ture of refuge into which colonial Indians retreated seems to have been
appreciably more open and heterogeneous than previously thought.
Differences between and within communities stemmed largely from the
effectiveness of congregacion, which varied considerably from place to
place.

From the outset, the complex business of forced resettlement cre-
ated a division in the pattern of native landholding. As early as 1532, a
royal order declared rather vaguely that “the Indians shall continue to
possess their lands . . . so that they do not lack what is necessary.”*' All
congregaciones were entitled by law to an ¢jido, an area of communal
land generally left uncultivated but used for grazing, hunting, and
gathering water, firewood, and various forest products. In addition to
working land in the vicinity of a congregacion, native farmers often
returned to plant corn (although seldom with official sanction to do so)
around mountain homes that they had been forced to leave earlier but
to which they remained emotionally and physically attached. The bond
between displaced Indian families and their ancestral lands did much to
sabotage the operation of congregacion, especially among the Maya of
the Cuchumatan and Verapaz highlands.*

One of the earliest references to congregacién not being accom-
plished without considerable frustration and the risk of failure comes
from the Quiché community of Sacapulas soon after the policy was first
implemented. Begun in the late 1540s, congregacion in these parts was
given an added stimulus in 1553, when Dominican missionaries re-
ceived permission from the Crown to establish a monastery at Sacapu-
las.*> The Dominicans chose to resettle Indians from outlying areas at a
site on the south bank of the Rio Negro, which had long been occupied
because of its important salt springs. On 6 December 1555, two friars
responsible for bringing dispersed populations together, Tomas de Car-
denas and Juan de Torres, wrote to King Charles V about the tremen-
dous obstacles working against successful congregaciéon. They men-
tioned first the problems posed by difficult terrain, stating that “this
part of the sierra, being so rugged and broken, caused us to encounter
settlements comprised of only eight, six, or even four houses tucked
and hidden away in gullies and ravines where, until our arrival, no
other Spaniard had penetrated.”** The friars lamented that in nearby
mountains they had recently found “a large quantity of idols, not in
any way concealed but placed in full public view.”** This comment indi-
cates either the discovery by the missionaries of hitherto unknown
places of abode or the return, at least temporarily, to former lands and
old ways on the part of neophytes who may have been congregated
and baptized but whose residency in town and allegiance to the Chris-
tian faith could not be guaranteed. Cardenas and Torres, with rare in-
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sight into the Maya mind, come closest to understanding native resis-
tance to congregacion when they remarked to King Charles that
“among all these Indians there is not one who wishes to leave behind
the hut passed on to him by his father, nor to abandon a pestilential
ravine or desert some inaccessible craggy rocks, because that is where
the bones of his forefathers rest.”*

Two decades later, in the 1570s, reports were filed on several
families belonging to the Ixil community of Chajul who resided some
distance from the congregacion. In the eyes of the colonial administra-
tion, this situation meant that these distant dwellers, unlike their con-
gregated relatives, went uncounted and therefore did not pay tribute.
Tolerating such fugitivism would decrease the potential tax base of the
community, so the district governor was ordered to conduct an inquiry
and rectify the situation.?” A century later, however, the situation in
Chajul and elsewhere was far from rectified. Much to Spanish conster-
nation, more and more Maya families had drifted away from the nu-
cleation imposed on them, deserting towns and villages for a less-
hounded life among their cornfields in the hills. A seventeenth-century
chronicler, Francisco Antonio de Fuentes y Guzmén, complained that
“wild and uncivilized” Indians lived in the mountains surrounding the
town of San Juan Atitdn, a Mam congregacion established in the south-
ern ranges of the Cuchumatanes, not far from the district capital of
Huehuetenango.*® Farther north, at San Mateo Ixtatdn, Fuentes y Guz-
man reported that some forty families dwelled in the countryside at a
place called Asantih, fourteen leagues from the townsite.** So dissolute
was Spanish control over the unruly “indios fugitivos” of San Mateo that
some of them actually joined forces with the feared Lacandones, an
unconquered Maya group inhabiting the Usumacinta rain forest, for
periodic raids among the more docile Kanjobal people to the south and
west.”

Other factors combined to erode the centripetal, enclosing influ-
ence of congregacion. Because most native families were resettled
forcibly in the first instance, Spanish authorities experienced constant
difficulty in keeping them tied to a new townsite against their will.
Indians repeatedly fled to outlying rural areas to escape the exploitation
they suffered while residing in town or close by. In the seclusion of
their far-off homes and favored places, they were free of compulsory
demands to pay tribute, provide labor, work on local roads or the par-
ish church, and serve as human carriers. The refuge of the mountains
was also sought when disease struck, as it often did, sometimes with
devastating impact. Recurrent fugitivism, triggered and sustained by a
complex interplay of cultural preference, material circumstance, and
ecological rationale, therefore undermined Spanish notions of orderly,
town-centered life. Under such conditions, colonial Maya communities
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in Guatemala were seldom spatially fixed or static. Nor were they al-
ways clearly defined, either legally or operationally. Their new foci,
physically and symbolically, may have been identifiable in the form of
church towers or consecrated burial grounds, but their edges were
blurred and dissolved into more open, ancestral horizons.>!

Just as the “closed” nature of colonial Maya life may have been
somewhat exaggerated by Wolf, at least in a territorial sense, so also
may the same be said about its “corporate” attributes. Mesoamerican
society on the eve of conquest was clearly stratified. Furthermore,
abundant evidence demonstrates that this stratification persisted for
some time after subjugation by Spain, with a native elite set apart from
a peasant majority often singled out to do the Spaniards’ bidding.>
More important than divisions between the nobility and the common-
ers, however, was intracommunity differentiation in the guise of rival
factions known as parcialidades. Traditionally, these affiliations were so-
cial units of great antiquity, organized as patrilineal clans or localized
kin groups and usually associated with particular tracts of land. Fre-
quently, overzealous resettlement of native families by evangelizing
missionaries resulted in several parcialidades being thrown together to
form a congregacion. Once gathered at a new townsite, parcialidades
tended to preserve their autochthonous identity by continuing to func-
tion socially and economically as separate components rather than
merging to form a corporate body.>

Although Spanish officials often experienced problems in differ-
entiating between parcialidades and in grasping the distinctions operat-
ing within them, the Maya were of course acutely aware of such things.
Far from being homogeneous entities, many congregaciones in Guate-
mala were mosaics of discrete social groups that touched but did not
interpenetrate, that coexisted but did not always cooperate. Scores of
communities were organized internally along these lines, too many not
to question Wolf’s assertion that parcialidades, some of which survive
to this day, “remain the fascinating exception to the general rule that
common territoriality in one community and common participation in
communal life have long since robbed such units of any separatist juris-
diction they may at one time have exercised.”>*

Once again, the case of Sacapulas is instructive. According to the
testimony of Captain Martin Alfonso Tovilla, the governor of Verapaz
province who passed through Sacapulas in the early seventeenth cen-
tury, congregacion here had brought together six different aboriginal
groups:

The town of Sacapulas is divided into six parcialidades, each of which consti-
tutes a unit known as a calpul. When the missionaries congregated them, as
each had only a small population, they brought four or five to each town in
order to create a larger [settlement]. In this way, each parcialidad maintained
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the name of the place it came from. And the lands that they possessed they still
cultivate today in order to grow corn and other necessities.™

Tovilla’s testimony is corroborated a century and a half later by
the parish priest of Sacapulas. He stated in a report written in 1786 that
the parcialidad known as Magdalena, “like the other five of this town
was, and were, small settlements congregated by royal order to form
the town of Sacapulas.”” In a tribute list spanning the years 1664 to
1678, five parcialidades are recorded, three of them by their Indian
names (Tulteca, Uchabaha, and Aucanil) and two by their Spanish
names (San Francisco and Magdalena).”” At the end of the colonial pe-
riod, the parcialidades of Sacapulas still clung to their separate aborigi-
nal affiliations, even though all were known by Spanish names (Magda-
lena, San Sebastian, Santiago, San Pedro, Santo Tomas, and San
Francisco).” Tribute was levied and paid at Sacapulas, as elsewhere
throughout the highlands, not at the community level but by parciali-
dad.”® Similarly, although an ejido was shared and worked commu-
nally, land was held, operated, and legally defended in the environs of
Sacapulas by parcialidad. When a series of bitter disputes arose toward
the close of the eighteenth century over land rights and boundaries,
conflict was generated not by a clash of interests between Spaniards
and Indians but by squabbles between competing parcialidades.®

The notion of colonial Maya culture as having unfolded within a
closed and corporate configuration has recently been reevaluated by
Wolf himself. He now observes that “it becomes difficult to view any
given culture as a bounded system or as a self-perpetuating design for
living.”®! Indeed, he goes so far as to suggest that no longer “can we
imagine cultures as integrated totalities in which each part contributes
to the maintenance of an organized, autonomous, and enduring
whole.”®? This reassessment may actually be excessive because, as the
research of Ann Collins in Jacaltenango clearly demonstrates, the colo-
nial experience of this community conforms strikingly to Wolf’s original
hypothesis.*?

Whether closed and corporate or open and heterogeneous, na-
tive life in colonial Guatemala was founded (to reiterate Wolf’s telling
phrase) on the “dualization of society,” which means that Indians ex-
isted in varying degrees of servitude to Spaniards. For most Spaniards,
Maya submission was not an issue of polemic or debate: it was simply
taken for granted, something that was accepted as a right of conquest, a
natural fixture in the imperial enterprise. Coexistence under these
terms could hardly foster tolerance or mutual respect. What it bred was
suspicion, distrust, hatred, and fear. To comprehend how subordina-
tion was maintained, Michael Taussig warns that “we would be most
unwise to overlook or underestimate the role of terror,” which he con-
tends is not just “a physiological state” but “a social fact and a cultural
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construction whose baroque dimensions allow it to serve as the media-
tor par excellance of colonial hegemony.”** Like many features created by
Spanish conquest, a culture of terror—pervading spaces of death
“where Indian, African, and white gave birth to the New World”"—
endured in Guatemala to scar and disfigure succeeding centuries.

CONQUEST BY LOCAL AND INTERNATIONAL CAPITALISM

The first half-century following Guatemalan independence from
Spain in 1821 has recently been the subject of scholarly reappraisal,
especially with respect to the meaning of the event for native communi-
ties.”* La Farge, in his landmark essay on Maya cultural sequences,
suggested that during this period the integration long characteristic of
Indian life “becomes a smooth blend; well-stabilized, it has the indi-
viduality and roundness that mark any culture, and its continued evo-
lution is in the form of growth out of itself, rather than in response to
alien pressures.”®” This view is based on the supposition that Maya life
was subjected to fewer strains during periods of conservative rule than
during liberal rule.®® The basic difference between the two political par-
ties that competed for power in nineteenth-century Guatemala is that
conservatives favored maintaining Hispanic-derived institutions that
preserved the colonial status quo whereas liberals called for establish-
ing a new social and economic order that would view progress as at-
tainable by promoting capitalist links with the outside world. In terms
of the impact of ideology on Maya ways, conservatism has been held to
represent (broadly speaking) a continuation of the culture of refuge
fashioned during colonial times. Liberalism, in contrast, signified In-
dian assimilation into a modern, outward-looking ladino state.®”

Following abortive liberal efforts to create the United Provinces
of Central America between 1823 and 1839, Guatemala was governed
until 1870 by a series of conservative regimes. These governments, par-
ticularly when headed by peasant populist José Rafael Carrera, effec-
tively undid the reforms carried out by the preceding liberal administra-
tion of Mariano Gélvez and created a stable, paternalist state founded
on restored Hispanic institutions.” Carol Smith accepts that under Ca-
rrera, “the interests of international capitalism were not served in Gua-
temala,” but nowhere does she find evidence of La Farge’s hypoth-
esized maturation of Maya culture.”’ In fact, Smith argues that two
transformations ran counter to La Farge’s schema: the emergence of
“significant differentiations according to wealth, wherein poorer indi-
viduals came to work for wages for richer individuals within the com-
munity, and the development of a rigorous regional marketing system
manned primarily by indigenous merchants, who traded international
imports as well as local commodities and who helped ease peasants out
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of their exclusive preoccupation with agriculture.””? Smith maintains
that the operation of these two processes not only “shook the founda-
tions of the closed corporate community” but paved the way for its
penetration after the liberals returned to power in 1871 and, led by Justo
Rufino Barrios, unleashed on Guatemala “the full force of capitalistic
development.””

The drive toward modernization initiated by President Barrios,
the so-called Liberal Reforms, entailed both an attack on native land
and an assault on native labor.”* Decrees were passed that called for
communal land to be subdivided among community inhabitants and
then privately titled. Governmental proclamations, however, did not
always reach Maya ears, nor were they completely understood when
they did. As a result, extensive tracts of land considered unclaimed by
the liberal government fell into the hands of creoles and ladinos far
more conversant than Indian farmers with the parlance of landholding
legislation.”” Studies of this unprecedented encroachment are remark-
ably scarce. Complexity and controversy may preclude the magnitude
and impact of the appropriation from ever being accurately ascertained.
Scholarly opinion presently ranges from Robert Naylor’s rather naive
impression of there being “little discernible change” in Maya life, of its
continuing “much the same as before,” to Carol Smith’s more realistic
but insufficiently documented assertion that native communities “lost
about half of the lands they traditionally claimed during the colonial
period.””¢

Land acquisition was fueled by the realization that several re-
gions of Guatemala, especially the Verapaz highlands and the Pacific
piedmont, offered ideal growing conditions for the cultivation of coffee.
Zones that had been relatively untouched by the cacao boom and in-
digo fever of colonial times (both these produits moteurs grew best in
lower, warmer environments), Verapaz and the Pacific piedmont be-
came the focus of considerable land speculation. Investment by domes-
tic and foreign capital resulted in coffee emerging during the second
half of the nineteenth century as Guatemala’s principal export crop, a
position it has maintained in the national economy from the time of
Rufino Barrios until the present.”” When coffee production is organized
on a plantation or finca basis, as in Guatemala, coffee demands inten-
sive labor only at harvest time. What coffee planters require, therefore,
is a seasonal work force, one that provides labor when needed and that
can be dispensed with when not. For more than a century, migrant
Indians have met this requirement.

The methods employed to procure an adequate flow of Maya
labor for the coffee harvest have differed over the years. Outright coer-
cion in the form of a draft known as the mandamiento, authorized by
President Barrios in November 1876, gave way in 1894 to legalized debt
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peonage, which was in turn replaced in 1934 by a vagrancy law requir-
ing individuals holding less than a stipulated amount of land to work
part of each year as wage laborers for others. Anyone farming less than
6.9 acres was expected to work one hundred days; anyone farming less
than 2.8 acres was expected to work one hundred and fifty days.”® Da-
vid McCreery argues that the effects of these demands “varied widely
from village to village and family to family” but that their cumulative
impact was “to aggravate social differentiation within the communities
and contribute to the breakdown of corporate self-protective struc-
tures.””® He asserts that such demands “underwrote the profitability of
the chief export, impoverished the rural population, and contributed to
the preconditions for present-day violence.”®

For the Maya of Guatemala, the Liberal Reforms were the equiva-
lent of what the events leading up to the Caste War became for the
Maya of Yucatain—both initiated a second cycle of conquest.®’ But
whereas, in nineteenth-century Yucatdn, expropriating native land and
drafting native labor sparked widespread and organized rebellion, In-
dian resistance in Guatemala was mostly localized and uncoordi-
nated.® It is difficult to determine exactly why this reaction was the
case, but the fact that the native estate was plundered in a sporadic and
variable fashion cannot be irrelevant. Like many conquests, the Liberal
Reforms seem to have been orchestrated by ruling interests keenly at-
tuned to principles of divide and rule.®®

Some support for this interpretation may be drawn from the evi-
dence of the two best case studies currently available, Shelton Davis’s
account of the experience of Santa Eulalia and Robert Carmack’s ac-
count of events in Momostenango. Davis reckons that between 1880
and 1920, the Kanjobal Maya of Santa Eulalia lost 1388 caballerias of a
communal estate of 1900 caballerias to ladino intruders, close to 70 per
cent of their ancestral territory. Most of the land encroached upon lay a
fair distance from town in the “hot country” around Barillas and the
Ixcan Valley, zones Davis describes as “of greatest ecological and eco-
nomic potential.”®* Indians responded to ladino pressure by retreating
to, and legally consolidating their hold on, tierra fria in the immediate
environs of the town center. Thereafter, despite growing numbers, in-
creasing internal factionalism, and seasonal migration to the coffee fin-
cas of the Pacific piedmont, the Maya of Santa Eulalia held the outside
world at bay more pacifically than did the native people of San Mateo
Ixtatan, only ten kilometers to the north, or San Juan Ixcoy, fifteen
kilometers to the south.®

At Momostenango, Indians appear to have fared much worse.
Carmack records that “Momostecan Indians lost their best agricultural
lands under Liberal rule, forty-six caballerias of rich, flat lands in Bue-
nabaj, and several hundred caballerias of piedmont lands in El Palmar
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and Samald.”® Although the amount of land lost in absolute terms was
smaller than in Santa Eulalia, the seizure of the native estate was such
that, with population doubling in the course of the century, the average
family holding fell to less than half a hectare, meaning that “land short-
age reached crisis proportions.”®” Carmack considers the Liberal Re-
forms to have been “disastrous” and “objectionable” to the extent that,
in 1876, they engendered “full-scale guerrilla warfare,” which the Ba-
rrios regime brutally suppressed.®® Employing tactics resorted to by the
Guatemalan armed forces a century later, President Barrios ordered his
militia “to burn houses and crops in all rebel zones of Momostenango”
and to resettle forcibly in town “many families suspected of aiding the
rebels.”® Government troops eventually won the day, capturing and
imprisoning rebel soldiers, some of whom were executed. Carmack
conludes that the “final fifty years of Liberal rule in Momostenango
were a time of intense political and economic repression for the In-
dians. Local ladinos established close personal links with national dicta-
tors and used these to establish an authoritarian system of government
within the community.”*® He estimates that one to two thousand Indi-
ans were channeled to the coffee plantations of the Pacific piedmont
each year, as well as being pressed into public service in Momoste-
nango itself. In this way, Indians contributed more than 336,000 days
per year (16 percent of the total available) in coerced labor. They were
overseen in their efforts by ladinos who ruled “by an elaborate mix of
terror and paternalism.”! In another tactic resorted to by later oppres-
sors, the entire native population, in order to prove its allegiance to “a
virtual fascist state,” was forced to participate “in almost constant mili-
tia and active duty service.””?

The case studies by Carmack and Davis stand out as models to
be emulated, as examples of a type of inquiry needed for Maya commu-
nities all over western Guatemala. Not until such detailed research is
undertaken will it be possible to assess fully the repercussions of the
Liberal Reforms with any precision or to comment meaningfully on the
factors responsible for spatial differentiation in the nature and degree of
land alienation and community resistance.”

But good regional geography, Carl Sauer once commented, is
finely representational art.” If the details of exactly how much land was
usurped or how much labor was coerced are presently beyond our ken,
we do have some descriptive material that provides a window on the
human dimension of the tragedy. Consider, for example, the observa-
tion made at Nebaj in 1913 by archaeologist-explorer Robert Burkitt,
who recorded throughout Ixil country “an unceasing coming and going
of labor contractors and plantation agents getting out gangs of Indians
for the Pacific Coast.””® Some of Burkitt’s remarks, phrased in his inimi-
table style, are worth quoting at length:
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Years ago, when I first visited Nebaj, it was a different place from now. . . . 1
had struck the place at an especially bad moment. The plantation agents were
at the height of their activity, scattering money, advance pay for work, and
every Indian was able to buy rum. The rum business and the coffee business
work together in this country, automatically. The plantation advances money to
the Indian and the rum seller takes it away from him and the Indian has to go
to work again. Work leads to rum and rum leads to work. . . . T used to think
that Chichicastenango was the drunkenest town in the country, but now I think
it is Nebaj. My plans at Nebaj were upset by rum. There are two ruin places
that I know of that are to be got at from Nebaj and I did nothing at either of
them, and one of them I never even saw. The Indians I was going to take were
never sober.”®

Poor Mr. Burkitt. Think of it. His plans for archaeological explo-
ration were disrupted because native guides and helpers were, as he
put it, “drunk from moraing till night.””” But while we acknowledge
the researcher’s frustration, let us try also to imagine the anguish and
pain of the Indians. The “advance pay for work” Burkitt refers to was
the habilitacion, a loan impoverished natives must have found difficult
to resist, especially if proffered with a bottle of aguardiente in July or
August, when corn prices were high and a family meal difficult to ob-
tain.”® Not only were many closed or corporate features of Maya com-
munity life gradually broken down—for some, “temporary” labor on a
finca signaled the beginning of a process that ultimately led to perma-
nent removal and their staying on in plantations as resident workers or
colonos.”® Alain Dessaint estimates that, between 1894 and 1930, the
Nebaj area Burkitt was surveying sent six thousand Indian laborers to
work each year on piedmont fincas, not all of whom made it back to Ixil
country.'®

We also have a good account of how miserable the situation
could be from the fieldwork of Maud Oakes. An incident during her
stay at Todos Santos Cuchumatén highlights certain aspects of the prob-
lem. She writes:

One morning carly in January, 1946, Patrona, the wife of my neighbour Do-
mingo, came to see me. Her eyes were swollen from crying. In very incoherent
Spanish she told me that Domingo had signed a contract for himself and his
son Andrés, with Senor Lopez, who owned the tienda in the village, to work on
a coffee finca beyond Quezaltenango. She went on to say that she expected her
baby in a month and a half, and how could she look after three children, get
wood, and plant corn if neither Domingo nor Andrés was there to help her?
Domingo then entered the house and told me the whole story. The year
before, he and Andrés were both sick for two months, so sick that they nearly
died. In consequence he was not able to plant his corn. When he was better he
could not work for he still had no strength. He had only a little corn. He there-
fore signed a contract with Sefior Lopez for money. He was to receive sixteen
dollars and for this he and Andrés, aged fourteen, would both have to work
sixty-four days picking coffee on the finca. They would have to walk there and
back, which would take four to five days each way. At the finca they would be
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given huts, too poor to keep out the mosquitoes, and unground corn, nothing
else. If they got sick they would get no medical care; and all this for less than
one dollar a week apiece.'"!

Since the time of Burkitt and Oakes, important qualitative
changes have occurred in the way that plantation labor is recruited in
Guatemala.'” The necessity of coercing labor, however, has diminished
over the past fifty years, as explosive population growth and the need
to earn more money to feed more mouths routinely ensure a plentiful
work force. This has especially been the case among Indian minifundis-
tas, peasant smallholders an estimated 90 percent of whom live with
their families on plots of land too tiny to provide year-round employ-
ment and subsistence.!® If inducements in the form of cheap rum or
vagrancy laws have lessened or vanished, the structural inequity and
ethnic manipulation primarily responsible for perpetuating seasonal
migration have not. Nowhere is inequality more starkly revealed than
in the statistics of two agricultural censuses, the first conducted in 1950
and the second in 1964. These official Guatemalan sources reveal that a
small percentage of the total national farmland (14 percent in 1950 and
19 percent in 1964) is shared among a large percentage of farm units (88
percent in 1950 and 87 percent in 1964). Conversely, a large percentage
of the total national farmland (72 percent in 1950 and 63 percent in
1964) is shared among a small percentage of farm operators (2 percent
in 1950 and 3 percent in 1964).'®* According to a more recent survey,
differentials in patterns of landownership remain considerable (see ta-
ble 4). This ongoing disparity produces a latifundia-minifundia di-
chotomy as chronic as any in Latin America.'®

The only serious governmental attempt to confront, if not to re-
dress, these and other socioeconomic inequities occurred during a ten-
year period (1944-1954) from which Guatemala has yet to recover.'®
How foreign interests and domestic opposition joined forces to impede
and then to overthrow the reformist government of Jacobo Arbenz Guz-
man is by now sufficiently well-known to warrant no reiteration here.'"”’
If one accepts the argument of Robert Wasserstrom over those advo-
cated by Jim Handy and Piero Gleijeses, then Arbenz “sought mitiga-
tion, not metamorphosis,” and the reforms of the ill-fated president
represented in essence “a modest program, not a daring one.”'® As
Wasserstrom sees it, Arbenz operated under the misapprehension that
“Guatemala’s internal difficulties stemmed chiefly from the ignorance
and isolation of its Indian population.”’*® What Arbenz and his sup-
porters failed to comprehend was that “commercial agriculture in Gua-
temala represented a special form of capitalism which had itself pro-
moted the spread of subsistence farming and minifundia land tenure.”*'°
Enacted in the belief that “old antagonisms between Indians and Ladi-
nos would disappear as in time Indian serfs were integrated into na-
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TABLE 4 Land Distribution in Guatemala in 1979

Size of Farm Number of Percentage Surface Percentage
Units (hectares) Farms (hectares)
Less than 0.69 250,918 41.1 60,871.1 1.5
0.69 to 6.99 296,654 48.7 608,083.2 14.7
7.00 to 45.00 49,137 8.0 774,974.3 18.4
45.01 to 902.00 13,158 2.1 1,793,618.6 42.7
More than 902.00 477 0.1 955,921.6 22.7
Total 610,344 100.0 4,193,468.8 100.0

Source: Shelton H. Davis and Julie Hodson, Witnesses to Political Violence in Guatemala: The
Suppression of a Rural Development Movement (Boston: Oxfam America, 1982), 45.

tional life,” the Arbenz revolution challenged and was defeated by a
more powerful and insidious variant of capitalism that had long since
adapted itself to the geographical and ethnic peculiarities of Guate-
mala.'"! What Arbenz apparently never understood was that capitalism
had evolved symbiotically in Guatemala to create a situation wherein
highland Maya villages and piedmont fincas existed in varying degrees
of interdependence; in this specific setting, capitalist logic dictated that
“if the former endure, the latter are ensured the labor they need.”!'?

It was in fact an institution introduced by Arbenz’s predecessor,
Juan José Arévalo, that began a process of cultural change the unfold-
ing of which gradually altered native life by lessening the dependent
status of Maya communities. Between 1945 and 1950, the government
of President Arévalo helped organize the first cooperatives in the Gua-
temalan countryside, a move that, combined with decisions to improve
the education system and to promote Mayan languages, inaugurated a
rural awakening.!"® If the cooperative movement begun by Arévalo did
not exactly flourish under Arbenz because government priorities lay
elsewhere—one of the stated objectives of the Arbenz agrarian reform
was “to develop a capitalist economy among peasants and in agricul-
ture generally”—the movement'’s collectivist principles were neither re-
garded as inimical nor viewed as a threat.!'*

After the overthrow of Arbenz, a number of foreign missionaries
entered Guatemala at the invitation of Archbishop Mariano Rossell y
Arellano. It was the archbishop’s intent that these recruits would serve
as priests in Indian parishes and, in the words of Shelton Davis and
Julie Hodson, “fill the void left by the counterrevolution by playing a
more active role in rural areas.”'!® Their arrival marked a turning point
in the relationship between Maya communities and the Guatemalan
state.

Several years previously, in 1948, Archbishop Rossell had
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launched a development program known as Accion Catélica. Imple-
mented originally to counteract the spread of Protestantism and to give
the Catholic Church a more concerned community voice, Accién Cato-
lica as a means of preserving the status quo was meant to be reinforced
by the arrival of foreign missionaries. But priests recruited primarily to
attend to spiritual needs were soon engaged in projects that sought to
ameliorate the social and economic life of their native parishioners.
Priests not only taught classes and fostered the building of schools.
Rather ironically, they also encouraged the formation of agricultural,
consumer, and credit cooperatives that eventually became the corner-
stone of Accién Catolica.''® By 1967 a cooperative movement had been
firmly established, with 145 different associations and twenty-seven
thousand participants, many based in the predominantly Indian de-
partments of El Quiché, Huehuetenango, San Marcos, and Solola.'"”
Eight years later, the cooperative movement had expanded to over five
hundred different associations with a combined membership of one
hundred and thirty-two thousand family representatives.''® According
to Davis and Hodson, “fifty-seven percent of these cooperatives were
located in the western and central highlands where they were having a
major impact on Indian political attitudes, marketing strategies, and
agricultural techniques.”'” During the preceding century, the land base
of Maya villages may have been significantly eroded, but a vibrant
sense of community had not.

By raising Maya consciousness and promoting community self-
reliance, the cooperative movement posed a direct challenge to the
Guatemalan status quo. The plantation economy of the country was
especially undermined. Agribusiness boomed during the 1960s and
early 1970s. The value of coffee exports increased between 1960 and
1974 from seventy-five million dollars to one hundred and seventy-
three million. Cotton exports rose in value during the same time from
six million to seventy-one million, sugar from one hundred thousand
dollars to forty-one million.'? Although native labor helped propel this
prosperity, more and more Indians, on returning to their communities
after a period of plantation work, invested their hard-earned pay in
local ventures such as petty trading and land improvement, eventually
creating for themselves alternatives to seasonal migration.'?! When the
time came for coffee to be harvested, Maya hands continued to do most
of the picking. But traditional pools of labor were slowly drying up and
could no longer be relied upon. Matters reached a crisis following the
earthquake of 4 February 1976, when Indians placed a higher priority
on remaining in the highlands to rebuild their ruined communities than
on making themselves available for plantation labor.'?* This decision
was only exacerbated when cooperatives had little to do with govern-
ment initiatives they knew from past experience would be ineffective
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and graft-ridden and instead solicited reconstruction assistance directly
from international relief agencies.'?® The stage was then set for a major
confrontation between community and state interests.

CONQUEST BY STATE TERROR

Knowing where and when the third conquest of the Maya com-
menced matters considerably less than acknowledging that such a pro-
cess has begun and is still underway. Most observers pinpoint the event
as having begun on 29 May 1978 in the town of Panzos in Alta Vera-
paz.'** On that day, in that place, a special unit of the Guatemalan
armed forces opened fire on Kekchi Indians demonstrating peacefully
against the government’s refusal to award them land titles. The protest
was organized because permits to explore for nickel and petroleum in
an area designated the Franja Transversal del Norte (of which Panzos
and its environs form part) had already been issued by the government
to several transnational corporations, and Indians feared they would be
thrown off their land. More than one hundred Kekchi Maya, among
them women, children, and old people, were killed.'* Prior to the Pan-
zos massacre, a more selective slaughter had been carried out farther to
the west in Ixil and Ixcan country, where 168 cooperative leaders were
murdered between February 1976 and December 1977.'2¢ Whether one
chooses Ixil and Ixcan country immediately after the 1976 earthquake or
the town of Panzos in May 1978 is immaterial. What both incidents
clearly reveal is that the Guatemalan state was determined to prevent
community initiatives from obstructing a certain kind of capitalist de-
velopment, one that not only absorbed desirable native land but also
demanded the release of essential native labor. The state reasserted its
hegemony by resorting to premeditated acts of terror. The Guatemalan
government, at the command and in the service of a powerful few,
declared war on its own citizenry, especially its indigenous peoples.

The front presented to the outside world is that a struggle is
being waged to rid Guatemala of communist interference. Over the past
decade, a lethal counterinsurgency by the military regimes of Presi-
dents Romeo Lucas Garcia, Efrain Rios Montt, and Oscar Mejia Victores
has claimed the lives of tens of thousands of Maya Indians, most of
whom probably never knew who Karl Marx was, let alone understood
or agreed with the ideals he upheld. Such fierce and widespread
slaughter as lacerated rural Guatemala between 1981 and 1985 makes
little objective sense. Killing Maya Indians and laying their communi-
ties to waste does not solve the problem of reluctant native labor. But it
has served effectively to traumatize survivors into submission. Fear and
suspicion, moreover, corrode village solidarity and jolt families into
compliance. But logic figures barely, if at all, in this latest cycle of con-
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quest. The majority of victims so far have been defenseless, nonparti-
san villagers, some of whom met their deaths in the most barbarous
ways imaginable. Reports of the systematic annihilation of entire com-
munities are not pleasant to hear or read about, but we must deal with
them, even if their repulsive savagery precludes rational explanation.
The massacre that occurred on 17 July 1982 at Finca San Francisco, a
remote settlement in the Department of Huehuetenango near the bor-
der with Mexico, is no more gruesome than hundreds of others. One
eyewitness, whose account has been corroborated by fellow survivors,
gave the following testimony:

The soldiers took our wives out of the church in groups of ten or twenty. Then
twelve or thirteen soldiers went into our houses to rape our wives. After they
were finished raping them, they shot our wives and burned the houses
down. . . . All of our children had been left locked up in the church. They were
crying, our poor children were screaming. They were calling us. Some of the
bigger ones were aware that their mothers were being killed and were shouting
and calling out to us. . . . They took the children outside. The soldiers killed
them with knife stabs. We could see them. They killed them in a house in front
of the church. They yanked them by the hair and stabbed them in their bellies;
then they disemboweled our poor little children. Still they cried. When they
finished disemboweling them, they threw them into the house, and then
brought out more. . . . Then they started with the old people. . . . “What fault
is it of ours,” the old people said. . . . “Outside!” a soldier said. They took the
poor old people out and stabbed them as if they were animals. It made the
soldiers laugh. Poor old people, they were crying and suffering. They killed
them with dull machetes. They took them outside and put them on top of a
board; then they started to hack at them with a rusty machete. It was pitiful
how they broke the poor old people’s necks. . . . They began to take out the
adults, the grown men of working age. They took us out by groups of ten.
Soldiers were standing there waiting to throw the prisoners down in the patio
of the courthouse. Then they shot them. When they finished shooting, they
piled them up and other soldiers came and carried the bodies into the
church.'”

Although the Guatemalan military is most responsible for the
violence unleashed on the Maya, revolutionary insurgents are by no
means blameless. Especially in Huehuetenango and El Quiché, Indians
suffered badly when the Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres retreated in
the face of government counteroffensives, leaving behind unarmed vil-
lagers to bear horrific reprisal for having provided food, shelter, or
moral support for the insurgents. Caught in the middle, scores of Maya
communities paid dearly for their affiliation, whether direct or indirect,
real or perceived.'?®

Insurgent guerrilla organizations still exist in Guatemala and en-
gage in revolutionary armed combat, despite claims to the contrary. But
government security forces fail to distinguish between “subversives”
and “Indians.” Indeed, the two are often considered to be synonymous.
Any popular rural base enjoyed by guerrilla units in the early 1980s has
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been greatly eroded by the bombardment of native settlements, the
destruction of personal property and belongings, the burning of crops
and supplies, the killing of livestock, and the regrouping of “suspect”
communities into “model villages” watched over by vigilant govern-
ment troops.'? Because it will take years for the myriad consequences
of counterinsurgency to become manifest, current appraisals must in-
evitably be premature and incomplete, not least because political life in
Guatemala unfolds in a state of constant flux. Some elementary obser-
vations, however, reveal the extent of past destruction and the magni-
tude of future repair.

An estimated one million Indians (one Maya in four) fled or were
displaced from their homes between 1981 and 1985 as a result of count-
erinsurgency tactics. Among those displaced, some sought refuge in
the forests and mountains surrounding their gutted communities,
where they wandered for months in search of food and shelter. Others
drifted to the squatter settlements of Guatemala City, discarding their
native garb and Maya tongue in an effort to “ladinoize” and stay alive.
Still others, pushed beyond the limits of endurance, moved into the
guerrilla fold, took up arms, and are now fighting back. At least one
hundred thousand Maya fled across the border west and north into
Mexico, where many remain. Among those who fled to Mexico, some
eventually trekked as far as the United States and Canada. For native
men left behind, demonstrating political correctness may involve regu-
lar service in one of the civil defense patrols set up by the Guatemalan
army to help police the countryside. Because such duty can entail te-
dious hours standing guard at village entrances or trails leaving town,
fields in some areas have been neglected or improperly attended, at a
time when population pressure on the land—recent atrocities notwith-
standing—calls for scrupulous attention to agricultural chores. Poor lo-
cal harvests, especially in 1982 and 1983, meant that Indian families
were not only intimidated and dispossessed but received far less food
than was potentially available.'*

Viewed in historical perspective, it is disconcerting to think how
much the twentieth century resembles the sixteenth, for the parallels
between cycles of conquest hundreds of years apart are striking. Model
villages are designed to serve similar purposes as colonial congrega-
ciones—to function as the institutional means by which one culture
seeks to reshape the ways and conventions of another, to operate as
authoritarian mechanisms of resettlement, indoctrination, and control.
Terminology may alter, but policy remains the same: to dismantle and
destroy existing forms of community organization; to drive a wedge
between people and place; to force families to live in nucleated centers
where movements are scrutinized, routines disrupted, attitudes and
behavior changed. Pressed into service during colonial times under the
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terms of encomienda and repartimiento, Maya Indians today are being
forced once again to slight local priorities in order to fulfill obligations
imposed from outside their communities. In recent years, the peoples
whom Miguel Angel Asturias immortalized as hombres de maiz have ac-
tually had to seek permission from military personnel to tend their
plots and raise the very crop that created Maya civilization.

It is important to realize, however, that counterinsurgency in the
1980s, like subjugation by imperial Spain and engulfment by a “coffee
republic,” represents neither victory nor defeat. What it does represent
is yet another intrusion that Maya Indians somehow will respond to in
ways that ensure meaningful group preservation. Fateful but not apoca-
lyptic, the imagery invoked by Cakchiquel chroniclers centuries ago fits
present reality equally well. Survivors of three cycles of conquest, the
Maya of Guatemala are enveloped still by heavy shadows and black
night. But while conquest may darken their lives, it has yet to extin-
guish their culture.
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