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Abstract

This local study of the impact of political violence on a Maya Indian village is based
on twenty months intensive fieldwork. It examines the processes of fragmentation and re-
alignment in a community undergoing rapid and violent change. The thesis relates local,
social, cultural and psychological phenomena to the impact of the contemporary "dirty war"
on widows’ lives. Victims are mostly civilians caught between guerrilla and government
forces. Violence is treated not as a socio-culturally fragmented phenomenon occurring
"outside" everyday life, but as part and parcel of victims’ lives.

The thesis combines a narrative, life-history approach with anthropological analysis,
emphasizing the ways locals talk about and explain the violence. The cultural articulation of
conflict and the expression of anxiety in cultural performance are examined. I explore the
mechanisms and effects of continuing terror and repression, silenced and disguised at the local
~level. The survival strategies of widows and their attempts to reconstruct their lives on a
physical level and in terms of meaning are examined. I privilege the unofficial oral testimony
of Indian women. Memories are presented in narratives which not only reflect the narrator’s
perception but actively reconstitute their reality. "Re-membering" is not simply the automatic
engagement of the past within the present but a process of self empowerment. Widows
discover new possibilities in terms of potential for action and their position in society, though
attempts at resistant actions are limited by the risks of further danger.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

This thesis is about Indian war widows of Mayan descent whose homeland occupies
the waist of one of the poorest departments, El Quiché, in the remote nort!lv»{es_t highlands (the
) ;:zlt_ipl'an‘o)i of Guatemala. It 1s l;as_ed_or-l V\;OI;IC;I’S- acvzcc;ux'—nts—ot: e;(pe:rit-:nces which created an
excess of widows in this and other counterinsurgency zones of the country. These
experiences include extreme violence and terror' which they have lived with for at least a
decade and which they have been forced to forget. The women, like their murdcred male kin,
are civilians caught up m the conflict between left wmg guernlla forces and the nght wmg‘
military government. The thesis attempts to detail the subjective perception of actors in the
process of everyday life in the aftermath of this intense conflict. It describes some of the
practices of physical and psychological violence suffered by women who originate from a -
village (aldea) v>vhich I shall call Emol. It will examine the effects of these practices and
some of the ways in which women have attempted to recuperate from them whilst continuing
to live in the midst of persistent, low intensity conflict. The thesis remains sensitive to
"structural violence" including violence in the metaphorical sense as a denial of civil, social
and human rights or, in Weber’s terms, "life chances™ (which have been systematically
denied since the Conquest). It views culture as "a lived system of meanings and values"
which is forged in a context in which not all actors are equally powerful, nor are those in
power . responsive to their own immediate economic interests (Williams 1977:110). It
also explores the less tangible ideational manifestation of violence which indicates that

violence continues long after atrocious actions stop.

The main anthropological data presented here come from women’s oral testimonies
of violence, their narratives and my own observations carried out during participant

observation. Much of the material was collected during interactions with the families of a

! Please note that throughout the thesis, Spanish words (and a few Latin words) appear

in italics and Quiché words are underlined.
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handful of widows from Emol.> I spoke to many other widows and a few people from other
villages in El Quiché over the fifteen months I remained in the province. I also tracked down
a few Emolian families in the national capital, Guatemala City, where they had fled during

La Violencia.

Although 85 percent of all war-related death now occurs among civilian populations
(Renner 1989:133), little attention has been given to how unarmed victims of aggression
express their social reality. Much has been written on the anthropology of war* but until
recently anthropologists have been interested in conflict primarily as an aspect of "stable"
societies, particularly in terms of how various forms of institutionalized conflict operated or
"functioned" to help maintain the existing sociopolitical order (for example, Coser 1956,
Gluckman 1963). This is not surprising given that traditionally anthropology has been about
communities which are in a steady state or at least perceived to be so. Thus if studies are
about a community undergoing change, the emphasis tends nevertheless to be on the
maintenance of community and about rituals and other social actions which are repetitive and
relatively unchanging. For example, Manning Nash (1967) wrote about the continuance of
beliefs and institutions of Folk Catholicism in an indigenous Guatemalan community despite
social change resulting from the establishment of a factory there. In the 1950s and 1960s,
as a result of world historical changes, anthrdpological interest shifted its focus from conflict
in stable societies to conflict in rapidly changing ones (for example, Beals 1966 ),

This study, however, is quite different because it is about the fragmentation of community and

re-definition of some of its elements.

The thesis addresses the question of how a community copes with fear and everyday
life when traditional forms of solidarity and the usual restraint mechanisms of social life
collapse. Here I talk of the Hobbesian threat not as a hypothetical condition but one which
is perceived as having been realized owing to random violence and widespread terror. This
is a theme that has been in many ways central to social anthropology. However, the
prevailing concern with order at an abstract level of structure, where everything can ultimately
be seen as self-regulating, has led to little emphasis on the experiential reality of order let
alone that of disorder, the mechanism of which has no theory to explain it. While there is
a long history in anthropology of interest in social conflict, theoretical attention to it is new
within this field (Le Vine 1961). This is still the case today.

14



The psychological dimensions of the individual motivations of people within "steady
states" have also had /iHlc  -' attention. There has been little psychological delving
within social theory into why people react the way they do in situations of chaotic violence.
Although a hermeneutical approach would be relevant to the understanding of what it means
to possess a mind in a disorganized, uncomprehending state, it is difficult to expand this onto
a social level. Substantial historical and descriptive literature exists on several situations of
genocide (a term used to describe the violence in Guatemala) but surprisingly little analysis
of psychological, cultural and social origins, except in the case of the Holocaust which I draw

upon.” Even here, no in-depth psycho-cultural analysis €Xists.........cceveerieerieniienieeneennen.

Anthropology’s analysis of sociopolitical violence was initially shaped by sociological
theoreticians such as Durkheim, Weber, Simmel and Marx, but approaches in recent years
have still not diverged much from that of sociologists (Scott 1976) or political scientists
(Skocpol 1979). The problem within all these fields has been how to portray war without
remaining distant and rationalizing it. Since the pioneering anthropological work of Wolf
(1969) and Popkin (1979) which was influenced by the sociological approach much attention
has been focused on the "structural" variables which influence armed conflicts. Generally,
anthropologists, if they comment at all on intense political conflict, "usually prefer to keep
their distance using a language of structural analysis" (Wilson 1990:297). Violence is often
treated as a socio-culturally fragmented phenomenon that occurs "outside" the arena of
everyday life; the focus has tended to be on "objective" economic and political conditions
which lead to revolt. There has been little documentation of how conflict is "lived" by the

people caught in its midst or of how they themselves represent it

More specifically, there is surprisingly little critical work on the terror systems that
have engulfed Latin America in recent decades. The important work by human rights groups
such as Amnesty International and America’s Watch tends to be of an applied nature. Such
groups are generally not concerned with problematizing the political, social and psychological
meanings of the terror systems they combat. Some Latin Americans who write about terror
tend to be reluctant to scrutinize the material beyond its testimonial value (see, for example,
the critical literary essays in Balderston et al. [1987] and Jara and Vidal [1986]). They let

the testimonials speak for themselves. Yet others offer their testimony in the hope that
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anthropologists, psychologists, sociologists, political scientists and others will use the
materials to help make sense of what has happened in Latin America (Buda 1988).

The research I undertook shifted the emphasis towards one of anthropology’s historical
strengths, that of detailing the subjective perception of actors in the process of everyday life;
in this case in the aftermath of an intense conflict and in the midst of a continuing low
intensity war. Combining in-depth cultural and psychological analyses, the research related
local social, cultural and psychological phenomena to the impact of contemporary war in El
Quiché. In taking this approach I have encountered the dilemma which Taussig (1987)
recognizes any anthropologist confronts when attempting to study this subject closer at hand,
that of finding a position from which we can speak and write against repression. He observes
that it is a case of finding a safe distance where "it will not turn on you [...] and yet not
- putting it so far away in a clinical reality that we end up substituting one form of terror for
another" (1990:3). I empathize with the claim of some Latin Americans working on the
sequelae of terror who claim that the nature of the materials they deal with is so unnerving
that no distancing from the material can ever be truly achieved (see Jara and Vidal [1986] and
Balderston et al. [1987]).

The embeddedness of Guatemalan Indians in a "culture of terror” differs in degree
rather than kind from that described by Taussig (1984) with reference to Indians in Columbia.
The "compliance” of victim and violator in the production of public truths, texts and selves
is evident in both cases. This is a harsh diagnosis, one that many would reject as
exaggeration. I argue, however, that the terror of direct physical violence produces the chaos
which the army sees as justification for the constant supervision and the withholding of basic
human rights from Guatemalan Indians. Within national ideology, Indians are seen as
subversives and exemplars of chaos; they provide the disorderly "other" against which
Guatemalan mestizos (called Ladinos)’ define themselves as civilized, rational, orderly and
Ladino. Here, as in the Columbian case described by Taussig, "the victimizer needs the

victim to create objectifying fantasy in the discourse of the other" (1987:8).

There is a need to get away from language which sanitizes both the horror of the
practice of war and the social and economic forms of violence (racism, poverty and avoidable

diseases). These practices need to be recognized and labelled within anthropological
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discourse and this thesis attempts to work towards this goal. Nevertheless, its main focus is
on enacted violence which iS only a minute proportion of the violence lived by Guatemalan
Indians. It focuses on the last ten years or so of the most recent phase of Guatemala’s violent
history, explaining briefly its recent historical antecedents which began approximately thirty

years ago.

There have been social tensions in agrarian, multi-ethnic Guatemala for decades. A

full-scale civil war, commonly known as La Violencia, was triggered in the late 1970s

....................

estates (Dunkerley 1988). Following the election of a civilian president, Vinicio Cerezo
Arévalo, in 1985, the violence subsided to the apparent endemic levels representative of the
region’s low-intensity warfare. This consists of sporadic attacks and assassinations carried
‘out by hired killers. Unpredictable violence and impunity have persisted under the subsequent -
civilian president, Jorge Serrano Elias (1992-). The specific characteristic of the impunity is
that the military, who dominate the Guatemalan government to this day, systematically hides
and denies the crimes it commits® not only to the families and the citizens of the country but

to the international community.

This thesis focuses on the period called La Violencia (1978-1985) because it has had
a devastating effect on the population. Violence began to escalate in the early 1970s when
15,000 people were murdered by right-wing terrorist groups. It continued behind the scenes
during the eruption of the earthquake in Guatemala which left 25,000 dead and 1.25 million
homeless in February 1976 (Jonas 1991:95). Painter writes that "as their only escape from
being trapped between the pincers of economic strangulation and political suffocation”, many
peasants, trade unionists, religious workers, students and intellectuals turned to armed
opposition (1987:xiii). By the beginning of the 1980s, the insurgents presented a serious
threat to the state. The military government’s response was to unleash a campaign of terror
which "has been rarely paralleled for its savagery (and lack of publicity) in the history of
Latin America" (ibid:xiv). Between 1981 and 1983 tens of thousands were killed and
kidnapped (see chapter 3) and 440 Indian villages were razed to the ground.” During this
time an estimated one million people fled their homes (Manz 1988:7) - about one eighth of
the total population at that time. Hundreds of thousands became internal refugees, many of

whom were reconcentrated into new villages controlled by the army (Jonas 1991:183). By

17



1991, 200,000 unarmed civilians had been killed or "disappeared” by government security

forces and semi-official death squads (ibid:2).

The creation of an enormous number of widows since the military dictatorship of
Lucas Garcia (1978-1982) attests to the scale of violence in Guatemala. There are at least
136,000 of them'®; between 100,000 and 200,000 children have lost at least one parent. It
has been estimated that by 1986 in several southern municipios some 25% of the population
had lost either husband or father (America’s Watch 1986);" for example, in
Chichicastenango, roughly 15,000 out of 60,000 inhabitants. Each of its villages was
estimated to have an average of 80 widows and 150 orphans (ibid). Some have kin buried
in the 125 clandestine cemeteries located in the interior of the country.!? They were dumped
there by government killers; at least 45,000 bodies are said to have been disposed of in this
way after having been "disappeared” (abducted).

The widows portrayed in this thesis experienced repetitive violent acts which are
representative of the experiences of a large segment of Guatemala’s female Indian population.
The acts included abductions of relatives, sometimes en masse, gang rapes and the witnessing
of public massacres of their male kin. Violence continues to be very much a feature of
everyday life as women perpetually live in the face of the overwhelming power of the
military state and the attitudes it sustains. They have been subjected to repeated violence, not
only by a distant and somewhat abstract enemy but by their own hostile neighbours who act
on behalf of the army or who have learnt to settle scores by denouncing their enemies to the
military forces in place of traditional means such as witchcraft. Women live under constant
threat of further attack by their assailants who have ordered their silence. They are also
stigmatized as "wives of the guerrilla” to discredit their reports of the atrocities they have
suffered. In addition, soldiers, policemen, the security forces (judiciales) and local
perpetrators of violence are never arrested.’® One of the consequences of this is that women
live in a climate of terror stemming from the impunity of officially protected killers. Their
disappeared relatives are still missing meaning that terror is part of the everydayness of life.

I should make it clear that while I call the women widows throughout the thesis, most
women also lost other kin (see Appendix I for a brief life history of the main characters who

appear throughout the thesis). For almost every man lost, a dependent woman - a wife, sister,
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mother or daughter - has been left without male protection. Women lost tangible aspects of
their environment, such as their houses and com fields; they also lost less palpable ones,
including social structure, cultural values and personhood. The widows are also deprived of
the concrete marking of their liminal status of widows. Before La Violencia, during the
mourning period, a black ribbon would be tied around the end of a widow’s long plaited hair
replacing the brightly coloured one worn at all other times. However, widows were forced
to give up this practice during La Violencia for fear of being labelled subversive and the

threat of death that this carried.

I should also mention that while I intended to study the average person "that
constitutes the heartbeat of society" (de Certeau 1980:3), the widows I present are not
necessarily representative of all women, nor of all widows. It was my impression that the
women with whom I worked most closely were exceptionally courageous and tenacious

people. They were also among the village’s religious minority.

Many villagers converted to “otestantism at the height of La Violencia because of its
apparent neutralism (see chapter 2). Many widows have converted since La Violencia
because of the refuge that this religion continued to offer. The women who appear in the
thesis resisted conversion, remaining either Catholics or Costumbristas (Maya traditionalist)

and endured the threats which went hand-in-hand with belonging to these religions.

All the women also withstood the fear of retaliation resulting from their membership
in widows’ groups. Many of them had positions of leadership in the community although any
position of leadership, other than that assigned by the military, was dangerous. Many had
been able to gain inner strength, in turn, from their intimate relations with other women and

from their collective ability to withstand the dangers of the outside world.

It was clear to me from the start that the widows were not a homogeneous group, for
even within this select group there was more than one type. Several aspects differentiated
them but two consistent features were their recent exposure to, and assimilation of, knowledge
of the national political scene and their courage. There were some who were careful not to

openly oppose the civil patrol jefes (commanders), while others were more defiant.
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The women were also different in the way they responded to their losses. This was
determined by cultural effects which determined their ’habitus’. It was also influenced by
more individual and personal factors, including their own particular family history, the
ambivalence of their relationship with their murdered and kidnapped kin and their ability to

mourn.

The women I am describing here are not only Guatemalan Indians or even Quiché
Indians but women from the village of Emol. However, I believe that the experiences of
women appearing in this thesis represent the broader realities of many who survive political
violence not only in Guatemala but in other areas of the world. In the case of Guatemalan
Indians, each woman’s losses are reinforced by financial hardship, lack of knowledge about
the fate of the dead and the disappeared, and continuing harassment by the perpetrators of

violence.

Process of entering the field

The study of sociopolitical violence is marked by a peculiar collection of difficulties
above and beyond those associated with any field research. The journey I made in search of
a suitable field site reveals the constraints under which this particular research was conducted.
It also throws up both theoretical and methodological questions which confronts any
anthropologist who attempts to conduct field work in circumstances of political violence. I
will therefore give a brief description of this process and discuss some of the limitations of

this study.

It was my initial intention to conduct the study in north El Quiché. I found the
opportunity to travel to Chajul in the northemn "Ixil triangle"’® with the film producer, Brian
Moser, who I met in the office of CERJ," a human rights organization. On the way up, a
civil patroller at an army checkpoint advised us not to continue for there had been "trouble"
on the road. Being unaccustomed to such threats we were not deterred and continued on our
way, eventually arriving safely in the remote and beautiful Chaj_nl in the heart of the
- Cuchumatanes mountains. I immediately thought that I would do my study there, for it had
been severely hit by the violence; additionally, ethnographies about the area had been written

shortly before La Violencia, which would have provided a base for comparison.
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However, on the way through Ixil country (the army’s showplace for its pacification
efforts), we were greeted by the first violent scene I was to witness during my fieldwork.
Four women were being carried across the road on stretchers. Only their blood-spattered bare
feet could be seen sticking out from under their traditional skirts (cortes); the rest of their
bodies were covered with blankets. No one said who the women were, where they were
being taken or who had thrown grenades into their adobe (mud brick) bungalows. The G2
or S2 (the army’s intelligence unit concerned with public relations) turned up and started
taking names, so we left swiftly.

I also considered working in association with the French medical team Medicos Del
Mundo in the Ixcdn Jungle further north in El Quiché. Fighting was heavy in the area, with
the army trying to cut off the EGP’s (Guerrilla Army of the Poor) supply routes to the
- Mexican border. ‘I decided that the north was not a place for field work and headed south,

where I thought the situation was more tranquil.

In the south I was confronted with other problems. The first was finding some sort
of cover while I was doing my fieldwork. I had tried to obtain support from the Bishop of
El Quiché but to no avail, despite the nuns’ wish to have a psychologist in their midst to help
with the war traumatized children. I eventually obtained support from a non governmental

organization (NGQO) which worked with war widows.

I was introduced to the villages by one of the NGO group leaders, Carlos, who had
worked in one municipio for over five years. He was an Indian from another province who
was able to communicate with the villagers in their own language and he had gained
considerable trust from them. It was agreed that I should be introduced as someone with
affiliations to the NGO and that the real topic of my study should not be mentioned. Carlos
helped me to gain permission to work independently in one village but he then suffered a
nervous breakdown from which he has yet to recover. Like most people, he had lost relatives
during La Violencia. His only two brothers had been kidnapped one night when the police
had come looking for him.

The loss of Carlos’ support meant that I was not able to work in the villages he had

frequented because, without his accompaniment, the villagers were wary of me and my
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intentions. The village authorities, the civil patrol jefe and the military commissioners
(comisionados)"" were worried about what people might tell me out of their earshot. Most
foreigners who come to stay in the area for any period of time are suspected of being
guerrillas or human rights workers, which in the army’s eyes amounts to almost the same
thing. I was jokingly called canche (blondie) by some, an allusion to army claims that the
guerrillas were led by foreigners. Some men thought that I was an army spy or that I worked
for the CIA." In one village where I had planned to carry out comparative work (it had
been little affected by direct violence), I was suspected of being an evangelical missionary
who wanted to convert the village population which was entirely Catholic and
Costumbrista."”

Eventually another NGO worker introduced me to Emol. I was introduced to the
community authorities as being associated with the NGO’s work, which seemed acceptable
to them at the time. However, on my first independent visit to the village, I was held up at
gun point by one jefe with whom I had not spoken. This jefe, called Mario, who I was later
to learn was the most violent of all the authorities, came running towards me with some
patrollers under his command. They were brandishing their decrepit rifles and shouting,
"gringa de Espaiia" (foreigner from Spain). It transpired that they thought I was with some
so-called guerrillas who were said to have held up a police station in a nearby municipio and
stolen their guns. The letter I produced from army headquarters in El Quiché was of little
help because the jefe, like the majority of villagers, was illitérate. It took some months and
much help from the NGO and my interpreter and guide, dofia Flora, to allay the fears and
suspicions of the village jefes and those with whom I was in regular contact. I suspect that
many people retained their doubts about me which they concealed behind a screen of
politeness. These would surface anonymously in the occasional rumours about me which

seemed to spread through the village like wild-fire.

Dofia Flora introduced me to other women in the widows’ group and to her family and
friends to whom she could "sell" me as someone who could be trusted. Even then they did
not necessarily expose the real conflicts and the exact events that occurred in the village
during La Violencia. Later on, in other interviews and other circumstances, I would learn
what happened during this period and perhaps hear some opinion about it. However, I never

learnt very much about their relatives or their own involvement in the conflict. The apparent
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unwavering neutrality of some villagers raises question about these people: whether they
never trusted me enough to keep their secret, whether they had always been neutral, or

whether they were so confused and war-weary that they no longer held any convictions.

The south of the province of El Quiché was tense? throughout the time of my
fieldwork. In 1988 a major struggle erupted when thousands of men began to insist on their
constitutional rights and refused to continue serving in the "voluntary self-defence patrol
system" (see chapter 5). They sought support in the human rights group CERJ, which was
December 1988 and its membership increased steadily, as did the membership of the widows’
organization, CONAVIGUA.?' As the international profile of these organizations increased,

so did state repression.

Contemporaneously, widows, with the help of another human rights group (GAM),%
pressured civil authorities to exhume their kin’s remains from clandestine cemeteries and to
protest abuses by civil patrol jefes. The army retaliated in the usual way by threatening
women and taking their relatives from their houses at night for interrogation at the army base.
There was an intensification of village conflict between patrollers and non-patrollers and their

families, as the human rights campaign attempted to enforce constitutional rights.

Doing fieldwork in such a sensitive area meant that I had to tread with the utmost
caution throughout the time I was in Guatemala. The protection I received on account of
being a foreigner (gringa) cannot be overemphasized. A British trained Guatemalan
anthropologist, Myrna Mack Chang, who had become a good friend during the course of our
respective research in El Quiché, was murdered outside her office six weeks after my return
to England.”® Moreover, not all foreigners were protected if they were openly involved in
human rights organizations. The office of Peace Brigades International was bombed in
Guatemala City in August 1989 and sporadic attacks were made on other foreign human

rights workers.

Although I spent most of my time with the widows, I did not live with any of them
as I feared they might be targeted for further trouble. Finding an Indian family who would

accept me as a paying guest was not easy for the same reasons. I was told that "before [La
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Violencia] families in the town were pleasant and friendly and they would invite people to
stay in their houses but now after all the mistreatment and violence they suffered they no
longer accommodated anyone". I was finally introduced to villagers who had moved to the
town during La Violencia. They accepted me because one of their children had worked with
the NGO with which I was affiliated. This family had been directly affected by La Violencia:
a son had been kidnapped in 1984, causing them to flee their village.

Both my worries about the family’s well being and theirs about mine grew in the last
stages of my fieldwork when the political climate deteriorated.® Some men began to refuse
to patrol as they learnt that they were not obliged to do so according to the 1985 Guatemalan
constitution.> Those who continued were armed by the military with more and better
rifles.?® In 1990 the number of rifles doubled in some Quiché villages and CERJ members
began to be harassed and "disappeared”. More frequent, thorough searches were made on
buses: all passengers were made to alight while the army or civil patrol checked their

documents; sometimes men were not allowed back on.

At the same time the guerrillas appeared to be making a come back in the south of
El Quiché. Flyers appeared in abandoned buses which warned of guerrilla attacks. An army
truck was blown up near Emol and there were other incidents. Banners were strung from the
bridge in a nearby town which read "EGP Viva" (the Guerrilla Army of the Poor lives).

A few months before my departure, the family changed their front door so that the bolt
would be more secure. They told me that I had to return before dark so that no one would
suspect me of "organizing" at night. Only foreign friends were allowed to continue to visit

the house.

I had little preparation for many harrowing incidents which I encountered, despite
acquainting myself with accounts by sociologists and anthropologists of managing dangers
while conducting fieldwork in politically sensitive environments (Nash 1976, Glazer 1970,
1972). However, luck, good advice and a certain amount of skill in, for example, placating
potential sources of danger, meant that I encountered no serious problems. I was confronted
with considerable intimidation at times throughout the time of my fieldwork, particularly
towards the end. Perhaps denial rather than rational preparation saw me through such

incidents. Regular incidents of minor intimidation included the sudden appearance of the
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army with their guns slung over their shoulders, merely standing listening in the doorway, a

stance which patrollers also adopted.

The difficulties of conducting fieldwork in this situation also meant that it was difficult
to get information because public speech about the events which interested me was still
politically dangerous. I suspected it was perceived to be even more dangerous than it was

in reality but this was not a question I wished to push.

- “Theoretical Orientation -

During both the fieldwork and the construction of the thesis, I have drawn both on my
background in undergraduate psychology and my subsequent training as a clinical
psychologist, family therapist and anthropologist. That is, my theoretical orientation is
eclectic and there are times in this thesis when I draw wholly on one field or the other and

other times when I try to combine the disciplines with perhaps variable success.

With the cross-cultural perspective of the anthropologist I brought to my fieldwork
material questions about, for example, the variation in the way in Which atrocity and war is
conceptualized and managed. In particular I wanted to find out how conflict is culturally
articulated, how anxieties and the horrors of political violence are variously expressed in
cultural performances or disguised in representations of the self at the local level; what were
local concepts of, for example, witches, spirits; whether everyday conversations or their
repressive silencing provided arenas in which power struggles and aggression are given
cultural voice. I hoped to explore concepts of death, and how their associated ritual or
institutional forms actually work to produce a particular quality of experience for people who
have been unable to bury and, I assume, grieve for those lost during La Violencia. Finally,
I was interested in finding out how people survived and which cultural practices became

meaningful in opposition to authorities who deny history.

Drawing on a more psychological perspective, I believe that I have identified among
Guatemalan women some of the psychic processes that Bettelheim (1980), Lifton (1967, 1973,
1983) and others have identified for other disasters. Common psychological concepts such

as denial have been employed to explain how people cope with tremendous suffering.
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However, it may be a fallacy to believe that one can get inside the mind of any real person.
The processes that I have identified may, in part, be a product of my training in western
psychology. However, I am reluctant to ascribe the findings of this study entirely to western
psychological constructs for I feel a certain, perhaps grandiose, responsibility to truth.

My underlying assumption is that many aspects of human cognition are founded on
universals, particularly with respect to extreme adversity. That is, all human beings have the
same psychodynamic blueprint and logically, these dynamics follow predictable patterns vis-a-
vis some external stimuli (i.e., extreme violence) to which the people have been subject. To
assume such a blueprint is necessary in order to constitute the subject matter. More
specifically, it was necessary to hold this assumption in order, firstly, to interpret what people

said to me and how I saw them act and, secondly, to make use of comparative data.

I presume that in extreme experiences of war, culture becomes "thinner" than with less
drastic experiences because when violence reaches unprecedented levels, the webs of
significance that inform a cultural system collapse or at least become severely shaken.
However, various studies show that there are important differences in the manner in which
the world and self are formulated in different kinds of disasters. In the case of Hiroshima,
the violence was sudden and total and it also constantly infects the survivors due to the
- recurring fear of "A Bomb disease”. In contrast, the victims of concentration camps were
subject to prolonged assaults on the body and psyche, and the generalized nature of this
violence led to diffuse and severe psychic impairment (Lifton 1983; 1986, Bettelheim 1980).
In southern El Quiché, muted violence with selected disappearances and killings by
desconocidos (unidentifiable people) was followed by massive, prolonged and random
violence. After that, village massacres were carried out by local men. Subsequently there
were prolonged periods of assault on the minds and bodies of the survivors. In these cases,
death was meaningless and atrocious; yet there were subtle differences in the form of what

Lifton, in his various investigations, calls the "death imprint" or "impression" (1967:27).

Even if the physical forms of violence are similar across cultures, the anxieties and
strain are expressed according to cultural idioms. Descriptions of the self are culture-bound

so, firstly, the same experience will be comprehended differently by people of different



cultures and, secondly, people will relate differently to the same experience even if they come

from the same culture.

Methodological and Ethical issues

Many methodological and ethical issues arise when studying violence. The restriction
of space only allows me to deal with those which I believe to be most crucial. First I shall

just briefly reiterate the method used and then I shall go on to examine the issues, some of
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The method of participant observation was used in an attempt to glean an
understanding of war widows’ experience of violence. I used silence as much as speech as
-a source of information. Here I offer a descriptive interpretation of the material collected.
The verbal utterances which comprise some of the data include women’s narratives, which
have been repeated here with little editing apart from that which is inevitable when translating
from one language to another. Quiché women did not have the cultural means of producing
themselves, for they could neither write their own documents nor publicly construct their own
versions of history. This makes it all the more important to represent their testimonies as
closely as possible to how they were related to me.”’ In this way I have attempted to write
women’s voices back into history and to deconstruct their apparent eccentricity with the hope
that their voices are more likely to be heard. The obliteration of voice, however, is only one
aspect of the problem; the other is with listening and how anthropologists deal with the
problems of voicing and of listening when the gaze of the state is so pervasive (Marcus
1992:104). I cannot claim to have done either of these without considerable selection and
distortion. A question which has not been entirely answered here is what ethnographic voice
does a responsible researcher attempt to give to victims (and indeed, perpetrators) of the

sociopolitical violence?

Despite close involvement with individuals, the possibility of accurate description of
their largely unprecedented experiences is perhaps more problematic than with other
anthropological studies. If the subjects themselves are lost for ways of finding cultural codes

and interpreting experiences, where does this leave the anthropologist?
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There also remains the question of interpretation, of drawing out sets of hidden,
culturally-specific metaphors, and showing their role as frames or mediators of human
experience which, again, are largely unprecedented. Discussing the nature of anthropological
understanding, Geertz (1977) asserts that even in "ordinary" situations, immersing oneself in
the experience of others, becoming a "walking miracle of empathy, tact, patience and
cosmopolitanism” may not, of itself, allow insights into the metaphoric system through which
the experience of others is being produced. Geertz asserts that "the ethnographer does not,
and, largely cannot, perceive what his informants perceive. What he perceives - and that
uncertainly enough - is what they perceive ’with’, or ’by means of’, or ’through’, or whatever
word one might choose. In the country of the blind, who are not as unobservant as they

appear, the one-eyed is not king but spectator” (1977:482).

The difficulties posed by a study about fragmentation are that the conditions of La
Violencia and its aftermath created a situation which was dangerous to the population under
study. This raises serious ethical questions to which I have no answers. Although I think it
is important to give testimony to individuals’ experience of violence, especially when their
voices have been otherwise muted, I do not think it is worth jeopardizing further lives. The
risk was minimized by the advice I received from the NGO with which I was affiliated.
Because of my continuing concern, I have disguised the identity of the main characters and
the NGO as well as specifics of the village of Emol and the town where I lived. However,
the threat of further punishment of the widows remains.

It is hard for me to distinguish how much my continuing fear of this has to do with
my own internalization of the fear or something which is real. I suspect that it is a mixture
of the two. Either way I feel that it has been necessary for me to go through the difficult
process of self-censorship on deciding what I should mention and what I should leave out of

this ethnography.

Another central issue is that of neutrality. The nature of the fieldwork site and topic,
as well as the process of my own politicization, did not allow me to take a neutral stance as
an anthropologist. From the commencement of my work, I was in a position where it was
difficult for me not to make alignments. This is not unusual for anthropologists working in

areas of conflict. As Nash and others have found "no neutrals are allowed" in communities
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involved in political conflicts (ibid.: 150). 1 never made my sympathies explicit but they
became more apparent as I became closely associated with some groups and remained distant
from others. What I have produced here is therefore an impartial account of one party of the

whole scenario of violence extant in Cliché village life.

The virtues of distance which ethnographers claim to acquire for the sake of objective
knowledge of other cultures could obviously not be celebrated in this context.” Indeed, in
my case, it was an asset not to be * (see Rosaldo 1984). I could never claim neutral
objectivity and transparency, but extreme engagement Kythieif past father than to the
ethnographic past as Fabian (1983) suggested in his critique of ethnographic production of
other cultures. The urgency of the (Juiché people’s memory of a violent past history has
disturbed my perception of disengaged ethnographic endeavour, not that I think this is ever

really possible or altogether desirable in any context.

I cannot, however, claim that I ever found "the right distance" from the subject,
despite having different tools available to me. Nor can I maintain, despite my intentions, that
I have not sanitized the women’s experiences of war through my attempts to make them less
disturbing to myself or at least more comprehensible. The position I took enabled me to
develop a better rapport, based on mutual recognition of shared interests with some and

antagonistic interests with others.

The alignments I made were not without their problems. They made me susceptible
to the suspicion of villagers on "the other side". But even if I had tried to speak to everyone
equally, I too would have been suspected of betrayal which possibly would have endangered
my life. There was widespread mistrust that people were murdered because former

companeros had betrayed others for reasons of personal gain.

My relations with the widows, which commenced with a reception which conveyed
deep mistrust, underwent constant re-negotiation. Eventually I developed intense relations
with the main characters of this thesis; they turned to me, usually to little avail, for protection,
help and advice. I was probably more useful as someone with whom to share their sadness.
The relations I developed with the widows also meant that, like them, I had the potential to

become a resource-person to be used for information extraction and, of course, every fragment
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of information could potentially cost the widows and myself much in personal terms. I also
had to try to abandon what I perceived to be the hinderance of my own cultural constructions
and race capitalism to leave myself devoid of a world view with which to comprehend a
disconcertingly chaotic and violent situation. Feminist critiques of ethnographic writing have
been concerned about the place of selves in the construction of texts about dominated

"others".

My choice has been to write about violence rather than about Guatemalan Indian
society and culture per se. Nevertheless similar sorts of issues arise in both cases. Because
interpretaitions of the data cannot be controlled by the writer, the anthropologist retains the
position of intermediary and structurer and represents racial dominance. The question is how
that position is to be used. It is not only the ethnographer in the text that is of political
importance, but the ethnographer as producer of text and as analyst of the conditions of
textual production that requires exposition.

These problems have been taken up recently within anthropology by the critical
stances proposed by versions of postmodernism. But they do not address the scale of the
problem of racism for Guatemalan anthropology, and the radicalizing and silencing of
possibilities within that encounter. Nor do they examine the specific ways in which a state
produces both the texts of a dominated other and the listening positions from which they can
be heard or read.

My possession of technology and my access to a readership to whom I could publish
my findings emphasized the unequal relationship between me and the people of Quiché,
including the army. That such a power relation should exist is itself problematic for
anthropology and a topic for much discussion and reexamination within the profession (sce
Asad 1973). The relationship to "power” of both researcher and researched is extremely

complex and needs more thorough investigation.

Another question is the value of conducting a study of a subject when the experience
is, by its very nature, one which is not entirely narratable. Like death, the phenomenon under
study here can be characterized by its non narratability. People who had undergone a

situation with little precedence indicated that they were unable to comprehend what they had
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been through in a way that they found satisfactory. They also told me that I would never be
able to understand it as I had not gone through it myself.

The content of the thesis has not only been limited by the difficulty of writing about
a topic which is difficult to narrate, but also by the scarcity of people present to narrate the
past. This thesis is about women and most of the material is provided by women. However,
it is also important to gain men’s perspective, which I have done to some extent. This was
limited by the fact that the Quiché thought my most natural place was with women but also
because of shortage of men left in the community who had knowledge about those aspects
of life I wished to know about Many of the men targeted by the violence were the most
likely to question the status quo and were thus perceived to be more of a danger by the
military. Those who may have gone as far as to join the revolutionary movement in the early
1980s were now either dead, still in hiding or, if living in the village, most unlikely to

identify themselves.

Outside the village I ran the risk of other dangers. Although I presented myself as the
"neutral social scientist" to the army, I had to take care that they did not think that [ was a
subversive owing to my close association with the Indians. In order to circumvent trouble,
I would visit the army base every three months (for this was the time period which any unit
and their officials would stay in a municipio) explaining that I was studying the Quiché. With

time I included the effect of La Violencia among the list of topics I was interested in.

Another methodological problem is that I have little data relating to how the women
were before the time of La Violencia. 1 have referred to ethnographies from fieldwork
conducted in adjacent areas before the time of La Violencic™'se. have not always dealt with
issues I refer to in this thesis. I have used peoples own reconstructions of Emol, their lives
and how they were before this period but these are no doubt coloured by time and by La

Violencia itself and have produced an idealization of the past.
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The problem of memory

The encounter between researcher and the researched in relation to the material I
present needs to be examined specifically in relation to memory, for much of the material
relates to a time which has purportedly ended. The encounter which included memory
exchange and the act of making one’s accounts credible, is itself a performance in which the
roles are interchangeable and constantly negotiated. In addition, the very act of eliciting a
response instigates the organization of social experience in the form of memory; in other
words, the question forces the informant to assume a stance on an issue in order to construct
a credible response (although the women were adept in being evasive). To that extent, then,
the research context is constitutive of the outcome, and the latter cannot be examined and

analyzed apart from it.

Memory is thus more than the narrative of one’s life experiences; it is a collaborative
act and product between the narrator, the audience, the relationship between the two, and the
spatial-temporal context. Hence, we are not merely spectators and audience, but "we are
engaged. We are participants” (Grele et al. 1985:254). In the process of eliciting a personal
experience narrative £hat "has been unconscious, habitual, without meaning in a historical
sense” is rendered significant when "we ask about it and thereby give it historical meaning"
(ibid:253).

While memory is a collaborative product - here I am not concerned with individual
memories external to the social setting - ethnographic text production is the outcome of
personal style, whims, and limitations of the resecarcher who tries to make sense of the data
and to present it in a specific format, in this case a dissertation. A number of experimental
ethnographies designed to represent the dialogic nature of the ethnographic inquiry have not
been completely successful (see Marcus and Fisher 1986), since ultimately the final product
is in the hands, and for the benefit, of the ethnographer. Consequently, the researcher is
limited to enacting the role of mediator between the subjects of one’s project and the intended

audience. This is the role which I perform in the present case.

I may have recovered the women within the boundaries of their memories but I have

been unavoidably selective in my thinking and remembering. I have attempted to be aware
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of the interaction between the narrating woman now and the remembered woman before,
between present and past, and the impossibility of fully recovering that woman’s world as it

actually emerged.

Ethical issues also include the pain of memory and its effects on informants and the
intrusion and interference of other models in the research process. Ortiz (1985) has pointed
out the potential mental health consequences of the life history approach. She likens the
researcher’s task to the surgeon’s knife "[a]s holding the potential for both cure and disaster,
consequences. In the first place, it validates the experience of the subject, conveying "the
unambiguous message that the selectee is interested and that his/her life has value and
meaning to someone else" (ibid:107); in addition, it has a "cathartic effect (ibid:198-9).
-Secondly, it provides "a grounding in reality" through the narrativization and communication
of one’s life experiences to someone else (ibid:109). A third consequence is the potential for
"increased family understanding and communication” (ibid:110). Ortiz’ fourth outcome was
the "fear reactions” that emerged when the manuscript was being readied for publication - the
possibility that certain details would endanger the lives of friends and kin (ibid:112-113).
Moreover, some women expressed reluctance to delve into a part of their life which was still
painful. Finally, a rarer response was a "special sort of insight experience into subconscious
processes” (ibid.). While there are many assumptions behind Ortiz’s points, such as catharsis,
it appeared from my observations of Guatemalan war widows that many of these seemed

applicable.

Thesis OQutline

A thesis which has violence as its central concern is, like the community under study,

inevitably fragmented and a little disjointed. It is divided in three parts nevertheless.

The first part presents the setting where fieldwork was conducted: the province of El
Quiché and the village of Emol (Chapter 2). So much of the thesis is about the drastic
changes encountered by widows that it is necessary to give an idea of what gender relations
were like before La Violencia (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 deals with La Violencia, explaining

what it was comprised of and the competing explanatory discourses surrounding it; Chapter
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5 is about past violence and present, ongoing, military violence, concentrating particularly on

local vigilantes, the civil patrol and their jefes (chiefs/commanders).

The remainder of the thesis analyses different aspects of the violence and is divided
in two parts. The first deals with the reformulation of women’s everyday life which resulted
from the murder and abduction of several men within the family (chapter 6). The next two
chapters focus on different aspects of memory of La Violencia and how remembering,
forgetting and the creation of narratives operate in women’s present lives. Chapter 7
discusses the repercussions of being unable to bury the dead or even confirm that death has
occurred, the effects of silencing the survivors and women’s silent struggle to rebury their kin.
Chapter 8 analyses women’s private memorics as covert-strategies which enable partial
articulation of elements of "subjugated knowledge" that oppose the official "truth”. It also

examines how, through the reworking of memories, women rebuild a sense of personhood.

)

In the last section the cultural construction of repression is described. The chapters
examine folk explanations of La Violencia (chapter 9); how the perception of the reality of
La Violencia was influenced by dangers extant in the Quiché culture and how changing
perceptions of danger served to fragment society (chapter 10). I will highlight widows’
ability to transform social reality in the "public” realm by the reorganization of their families.
They are also able to transform their memories and narratives within "private" realms. In this
way they alter perceptions of themselves and their assailants which has a recuperative effect.

~_Chapter 11 presents the conclusion to the thesis.

1. The concept of "culture of terror” might be applied here. Taussig (1984) has related
this to that through which relations of domination are deployed into the culture and
daily life of the other, dominated, group.

2. see Dahrendorf (1979:62) for an explication of Weber’s concépt of life chances.
3. Widowers were also left as a result of the murder and abduction of women. However,

there were far fewer widowers than widows, given that men were the main targets of
violence. I was told that widowers remarried almost immediately.

4. See, for example, writings on "primitive war" which has been of great interest to
anthropologists (Malinowski 1941; Schneider 1950; Vayda 1968); peasant war and/or
rebellion (Alavi 1973; Friedrich 1970; Wolf 1969); the state or the evolution of war
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(Lesser 1968; Otterbein and Otterbein 1985; Webster 1975). Edited volumes on the
anthropology of war include Bohannan 1980; Ferguson, 1984; Fried et al. 1968; Haas
1990; and Nettelship et al. 1975.

This has some parallels with the present case given that the Army Intelligence section
of the army, the G-2 system, is run from the highest levels and has Gestapo-style
powers of surveillance over the army command structure.

Research on the Guatemalan civil war which has not diverged much from this model
include Carmack (1988), Manz (1988) and Smith (1990a). To be fair the severe
conditions of war between 1979 and 1986 made-field work untenable in Guatemala.
Few. ethnographies were produced during that time, apart from the edited
autobiography of Rigoberta Menchii (Burgos-Debray and Menchi 1984). Field work
became more viable in the late 1980s in some areas (see, for example, Annis 1987).

Analyses which deviated from the above-mentioned paradigm began to be produced

in the late 1980s. These include Smith (1988) who made an impressive analysis of the
impact of war on weaving and Quiché (Totonicap4n) ethnicity; Stoll (1990, 1992) who
respectively provided exemplary data on the evangelical contribution to
counterinsurgency and fascinating testimonies of Ixils on their position in the conflict
in northern Quiché; Wilson (1990) sensitively assesses the implications of war on
indigenous cosmologies. Work in other areas which attempts to understand war from
the ground up includes Lan’s (1985) excellent work on guerrillas and spirit mediums
in Zimbabwe.

Ladinos are of mixed blood including white, mestizo and/or indigenous. However, they
define themselves as non-Indian.

Cerezo was inaugurated on January 14, 1986, when he began to confront the military’s
entrenched and continuing opposition to reform. Before the elections, he noted that
for the first six months of office he expected to possess only 30% of the power, then
50% after the first year and 70% by the fifth [final] year in office. He admitted that
prosecuting military personnel responsible for disappearances and rural massacres
would be like committing suicide. He disbanded the DIT (Department of Technical

. Investigations), the police intelligence force subordinate to the army’s G-2, but only

10.

one DIT agent was actually charged (with assault) while the majority were offered
transfers to the uniformed police. Since 1966, the DIT has been renamed and
reshuffled three times with only superficial reorganization in its structure and
methodology (America’s Watch 1986).

(Painter 1987:xiv). Over the same period women had to contend with increasing
hardship, such as lower incomes and increasing levels of malnutrition.

Comité pro Justicia y Paz de Guatemala 1985. There were an estimated 40,000
widowers in 1983.
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If one included people who migrated permanently, Smith reports that certain townships
(Chichicastenango, El Quiché, Chiché etc.) appear to have lost one third of their
previous populations (1990a:20). These figures are gross underestimates because
many were too afraid to come forward as they were afraid to give their relative’s
names for fear of repercussions.

According to GAM. The newspaper La Cronica reported that there were 108
clandestine cemeteries in Quiché, Huehuetenango and San Marcos (20 September
1991).

President Cerezo upheld the army’s self-pronounced amnesty that was declared just
before he took up office in 1986; he had campaigned on a promise not to prosecute
army officers for past human rights crimes or death squad activities (Jonas 1991).

By the habitus of the group, Bourdieu (1977) means the propensity of its members to
select responses from a particular situation or field. Unlike the concept of ’rules’,
habitus has the great advantage of allowing its users to recognize the extent of
individual freedom within certain limits set by the culture.

Chajul, Nebaj and San Juan Cotzal make up the three points of this triangle. See map.

Council of Ethnic Communities "We Are All Equal" (Consejo de Comunidades Etnias
Runujel Junam). This organization is best known for its organization of resistance to
forced conscription into the civil defence patrols and the military. It also carries legal
claims to a civilian government which, despite declaration of the new Constitution,
most often ignores them. Its founder is a local Ladino elementary school teacher,
Amilcar Méndez, who w%'ked in southern El Quiché. Its aim in July 1988 was to use
Guatemala’s Constitution, protect peasants’ basic human rights; villagers have been
told by the army that the Constitution is a guerrilla document (America’s Watch
1990). The group was quickly harassed by threats in letters and telephone calls, verbal
warnings of army reprisals, "accidents" on the roadways, the rape of a family member
and televised denunciations of its leader as "communist" and a "guerrilla" at
government sponsored news conferences (ibid). Several people have paid for their
membership in CERJ with their lives.

These temporary civilian militiamen are ex-soldiers. They are charged with
supervising public order as well as organizing conscription in the villages.

The United States has shaped fundamental events in Guatemala through the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA). U.S. intervention began with the backing of the coup in
1954 which overthrew the reformist government of Jacobo Arbenz [1951-1954] (Jonas
1991).
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This is not surprising given I was viewed as a "gringa" which in Guatemala means
any foreigner. North American contributions finance most missionary work in Latin
America, including Guatemala (Stoll 1990:10).

Ironically, anthropologist David Stoll (who conducted fieldwork at the same time as
me) writes that in the town of Nebaj in the north of Quiché during this period the
climate was "almost tranquilo”, despite occupation by the Guatemalan army and
regular problems caused by two columns of the Guerrilla Army of the Poor. Life in
the army’s resettlements was less tranquil, with the villagers feeling trapped between
two forces pressuring and threatening them. In Nebaj no one openly defied the army,
despite the active presence of the guerrillas. There were no kidnappings during Stoll’s
stay.

Coordinacién Nacional de Viudas Guatemaltecos - National Coordination of
Guatemalan Widows. This human rights group was set up at the end of 1988. Unlike
CERJ and GAM, it has female Indian coordinators. The Ladino leadership of the
others has been questioned.

The Group for Mutual Support (Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo). This group, which was set
up by Ladino relatives of the disappeared in 1984, sought information and action on
disappeared Ladino and Indians. Its Southern Cone counterparts are the Madres de
Plazo Mayo in Argentina.

Myma Mack Chang was a British trained anthropologist who, through the institute
AVANCSO published information on the internal refugees. She was murdered on
September 11, 1990. After protests by the Catholic Church and the human rights
movement made her murder a major case, her assassination was traced to high-ranking
army officers.

International human rights organizations documented the continuance of systematic
human rights violations and indeed a "serious deterioration” of the situation after 1987.
In fact political assassinations increased after the installation of an elected, civilian
president (in 1986); there were more assassinations in 1987 than in 1985 (Inforpress
Centroamérica [IC], 21 January 1988). The trend accelerated during 1988 and 1989,
especially following several right-wing coup attempts, with a documented increase in
death squad activities and crimes committed by official security forces (see Amnesty
International and America’s Watch reports, 1988-9). In the autumn of 1989, right
wing/official violence escalated sharply, prompting fears of a return to the early 1980s.

By mid-1979 at least 7,000 Indians were refusing patrol duty despite retribution (Jonas
1991:185).
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In the mid to late 1980s, Washington’s Liberal Democrats pushed for increased
economic and military aid to the Guatemalan government, thus weakening human
rights requirements (Broder and Lambeck 1988). After Cerezo took office (January
1986) congressional Democrats increased Regan administration military aid requests
for Guatemala from $5 million to $9 million; they also approved the sale of 20,000
rifles to Guatemala in early 1989 (Jonas 1991:210, fn2).

Zimmerman’s states (in relation to Argentina) that "in spite of found distortion"
[written] testimonies are as "absolutely necessary as verbal representations spurred on
by death or forced silencing..." (1991:32). The same came be said about oral
testimonies.

There has been much self-conscious criticism of conventional anthropological
celebration of the Other. See Bourdieu (1977), Clifford (1988), Fabian (1983), Fisher
and Marcus (1986), and Rosaldo (1989). '
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-Plate 1: An area of southern Quiché
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Chapter 2

The Setting

EL QUICHE PROVINCE AND THE VILLAGE OF EMOL

The province of El Quiché! is situated in the remote highlands of Western Guatemala,
the highest non-volcanic range in Central America. The undulating hills of this province are
beautiful with numerous barrancos (deep ravines), some of which drop over a thousand feet
from the plateaux which reach around 6,000 to 9,000 feet above sea level. The mountains
continue to be a stronghold of peasant smallholders and their minifundia? Being an
agricultural people who continue a traditional Mayan existence, the Quiché live according to

the seasons.?

The total population of El Quiché is 557,004* in a country of just under nine million
people. They live in dispersed settlements or aldeas (villages) concentrated in various
municipios (the smallest administrative unit)® spread throughout the provinée which covers
8,378 square kms.

The municipio®

Each municipio has variations in topography, settlements, house types and methods
of cultivation. There is also cultural diversity between Indians (who Emolians referred to as
gente natural or humildes, poor people’) of different municipios, who are seen to have
different ways (tienen otra costumbre). This diversity is a long-standing phenomenon
stemming from differences in pre-Hispanic heritage, various changing economic options, or
historical experience (Smith 1990b). Nowac/ays these differences include indigenous
costume, the maintenance of traditional ways and minor economic specialization which

supplement the ubiquitous Indian occupation of subsistence corn farming.®
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Each municipio has a town centre and a number of surrounding villages which may
have further subdivisions, called cantones (hamlets), which may be adjacent to one another
or up to an hour’s walk away. Villages usually consist of between 80 to 300 families

dispersed in family groups over the landscape, mostly on family-held land.

The municipio structure consists of a mayor, who chooses the municipal staff: a deputy
mayor, a secretary and an assistant, a treasurer and two treasury assistants, a police jefe, and
a judge. In the village an auxiliary mayor, generally chosen by the people of the village and
authorized by the mayor of the municipio capital, deals with minor problems such as petty
thievery and drunkenness. Larger problems are referred to the town mayor who may set up
a commission to investigate the accusations. The municipio staff deals with land boundary
problems, animal theft, rape and other violent crimes. Until 1982 mayors were chosen by
popular vote but after that year’s coup, General Efrafn Rios Montt appointed mayors to all
municipio capitals. In 1985 mayoral elections were reestablished. |

Emol is a village in one of the municipios of southern El Quiché whose physical
details are purposely omitted or disguised owing to the sensitive nature of the thesis. It is
comprised of a village centre and surrounding hamlets.” Characteristic of most villages in the
northwest highlands, its core inhabitants are the descendants of a few families who originally
settled the village; many villagers are distantly related. Over the years a few families from
other areas of southern El Quiché have bought land and settled in Emol when, for example,

their inheritance was too small to sustain their family.

Ethnic diversity

Guatemala’s population is estimated by most scholars to be about half Indian.'® The
other, non-Indian, half are mainly mestizos, called Ladinos."" Because of the link between
race and class in Guatemala, the upper-classes prefer to call themselves Creoles, whites or
Europeans (Smith 1990b). This is not only because Guatemala’s elite is mostly white rather
than mestizo, but because Ladinos often share the same class position as Indians. It is
commonly acknowledged that most of Guatemala’s Indians are descendants of the Maya, but

the likelihood that most non-Indians are too'? is rarely if ever mentioned (ibid).
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What has distinguished Indians and non-Indians over time has not been
biological heritage, but a changing system of social classification, based
on ideologies of race, class, language, and culture, which ideologies
have taken on different meanings over time. (ibid:3)

Ethnic diversity elaborated within municipio distinctiveness generates a highly complex
language for distinguishing the other. A hierarchical distinction is drawn between people from
one municipio and those from another. Mutual distrust exists between different municipios.
Indians from other communities, which usually correspond to the municipio, tend to be seen
as less civilized and less worthy for one reason or another. Terms such as "not too bright”
(medio listos) or "idiots" (puros pehdejos) are commonly employed by Emolians to degrade
the other. Considerable envy mﬁy be expressed towards a wealthier municipio or village by
inhabitants of a poorer one. The army capitalized on these sentiments by actively setting one

village, and hamlets within a village, against another.

In general it can be said that there are mistrustful relations with the outside on
religious, cultural and social grounds. However, the Indian outsider, even one who has
become "ladinized" (culturally assimilated),” is not judged untrustworthy in the same way
as the Ladino outsider. Although Indians who take on Ladino ways may be referred to as
"those who advanced themselves (se superd)", depending on the particular way they have
changed, they are disparaged by fellow Indians including Emolians. When Indians wear
western clothes (vestido), they are said to be puro moos (pure Ladinos). This especially
applies to women, who are generally the conservers of tradition and are far more likely than
men to wear their municipio traje (clothes); women who wear Ladino vestidos (normally only
those who have moved away from the village) may even be deemed prostitutes. This is never
said openly because the Quiché, unless inebriated, operate unwaveringly within the strict
cultural bounds of politeness. People who privately deride such Indians contrast them with
puro indigena (pure indigens); in this context, pureness refers to some sort of "ideal" type

rather than genetic purity.

Generally speaking, by far the deepest cleavage is that between Indians and Ladinos.
This is most apparent in the main town of the municipios where the small Ladino population
tends to be concentrated and where Indians and Ladinos come into contact with one another.

Here Spanish speaking mestizos, who wear European style clothes, dominate Indians socially
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and economically (Sol Tax 1937:432)." A more pronounced hierarchical distinction exists
between Indians and Ladinos than among Indians of different municipios. Indians say that
both Spanish speaking Indians and Ladinos are "civilized" because they are "educated" and
can speak Spanish, although I sometimes had the impression that this attribution was made
in a rather ambivalent and somewhat sarcastic manner. More common is Indians’ clearly
pejorative stereotyping of Ladinos as immoral, selfish, untrustworthy and dangerous; they are
seen as "fearless” people sin averguenza (without shame). Many explicit and implicit (and
sometimes ambivalent) messages are given to Indian children by their parents to prevent them
from becoming "ladinized". Hatred of the Spanish or the Ladino has, of course, been a
recurrent Indian emotion for centuries (Burgos-Debray and Menchd 1984).)* Despite
unifying myths of national identity, the divisions between Ladinos and Indians have never
been easily mystified. Given that the Ladino state and popular strategies have both
intermittently utilized violence to enforce their interests, fear has also been another persistent
emotion which has compelled Indian behaviour (Smith 1990b). Ladino expropriation of
Indian land and the recent (1960s and 1970s) "regional-national restructuring” which benefited
the upper (Ladino) strata and impoverished the Indian majority, further sharpened Indian

perception of the Ladino "enemy" forces.

Ladinos and Indians have little interaction with one another on a daily basis. Most
of the ideas they have of each other are therefore founded on prejudice and fantasy. Pitt-
River’s (1973) thoughts on the concept of "raza" (race) are relevant here. Ladinos confuse
social race with physical race in order to exclude Indians from the human community; they
classify Indians as naturally inferior and non human. This explains the mechanism which
made it relatively easy for the Ladino army, like the Spanish Conquistadores before them, to
commit violence on Indian populations on such a scale reaching genocidal proportions (Falla
1984 and Jonas 1991).

Ladino racism towards Indians is a well known phenomenon throughout Guatemala.
Ladinos use many discriminatory expressions such as "fnditos" (little Indians), "dirty",
"stupid" and so on. Many Indians told me of instances of abuse by Ladinos, who openly
insult them in the town markets and refuse to pay in full for their purchases. The Ladino
view of the Indian as an uncivilized and savage creature not only leads to such treatment but

is also at the root of Ladino paranoia that the uncontrolled Indian might harm them. Present
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day Ladinos are not the first to feel such anxiety: colonialists also imputed astonishing,
enigmatic and "natural” powers to the savage Indians or indios salvages (Taussig 1987). Like
the conquistadores, the Guatemalan army seems to subscribe to the paranoic’s aphorism of
attack before being attacked and uses the same mirror of terror which reflects the white man’s
worst fear in inverted form. It seems that officials projected into the stereotype of the Indian

most, if not all, of those undesirable motives and characteristics they knew best: their own.

Thus relations between Ladinos and Indians do not help to reduce violence in
Guatemala; in fact, mutual distrust and fear fed into La Violencia. Class division, which in
the highland areas commonly translates as racial and cultural division, played a part in some
groups’ support for the civil patrols system (see chapter 5). A patroller recounted that when
guerrillas (los guerrilleros) began visiting and occupying Uspantdn, Quiché in 1980, the
middle-class Ladino population petitioned for the patrol: "Since the guerrillas said they had
come in favour of the poor, the Ladinos knew it would not be to their advantage to have them
in our town since this could mean economic ruin for them" (America’s Watch 1986:36). The
Ladinos themselves were, however, least available to actually carry out the patrols and they

were not coerced to perform them in the same way that Indians were.

The complex nature of ethnic relations is illustrated by the fact that the highest
echelons of both the army and the guerrilla forces are filled by Ladinos. The lower ranks are
made up of Indians (although poor Ladinos also fill the lower echelons of the guerrilla).'
Indians have therefore been politically used by both sides. In Guatemala, the great majority
of those tortured, "disappeared”, or killed were not white, middle class or European in culture
as, for example, in Chile or Argentina. Many were not even Ladino but Indian and "other"
in both physical and cultural terms. Indians, seen by the army as exemplars of chaos, provide
the disorderly "other" against which even the Indian civil patrol jefes began to define
themselves as civilized, rational, orderly and Ladino which helped them to join in the

genocidal campaign against their own people (see chapter 5).

The population in the altiplano is overwhelmingly indigenous, accounting for 93.5%
of the inhabitants of the municipios of southern El Quiché; the remaining 6.5% are Ladinos
(moos). These numbers reflect the local inhabitants and not temporary residents such as the
army. In terms of numbers, the Quiché are the largest of Guatemala’s twenty-two Indian sub-



groups. Present day Quichés are a mixture of various assimilated indigenous ethnic groups.”
While they are all said to speak Quiché, they include groups from different municipios who
may speak a different, albeit similar, language such as Tzutuhil and Uspanteca.'®

RELIGIOUS DIFFERENCES

Since La Violencia, many places only maintain the remnants of the gerontocratic
hierarchy of rotating civil and religious offices. The colonial cargo system' concentrated
authority in the hands of older men - principales (elders) and cofrddt’a (brotherhoods)? who
climbed the hierarchy to rule the community - has been undermined. With the destruction
of cargos (patan; duties, literally burdens) went the moral basis for these hierarchies, which
revolved around the worship of Catholic saints. In the past, villages would visit one another’s
saint festivals and join in the procession and feast. The repression has virtually quashed this

level of inter-community cohesion and cooperation.

Decline can be dated from the mid-1950s. ‘/"I'he new emphasis on cash cropping and
the resultant seasonal wage labour had a detrimental effect (Smith 1977, Brintnall 1979). In
1954, elections for municipio officials were introduced (Smith 1990b:229,n17). However, the
introduction of political parties did less to thwart the system than the penetration of Catholic
missionaries who began working at about the same time.?! Protestant evangelists have
worked in the north of El Quiché since the 1920s* but Quichés did not begin converting to
the fundamentalist Central American Mission in substantial numbers until after 1950.

‘According to a Spanish monk who I spoke to in Chichicastenango Protestantism did not make
incursions into the south until the 1970s. They started to gain large numbers of converts
there, as in other areas of Guatemala, in the second half of the 1970s following the disasters
of the earthquake and the deterioration of the political situation. The converts multiplied at
a rapid rate in the early 1980s when evangelical leaders, unlike their Catholic counterparts,
did not turn against the military regime. By the time of my fieldwork (1988-90) Emol was
60% Protestant,”® 25% Catholic and 10% Costumbrista (Maya traditional religion) and 5%
without religion. I am not sure that these proportions are correct; it was not possible to carry
out surveys because of the political situation; I therefore classified people according to self

definition although it was difficult for me to talk to Protestants.*
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Costumbre®

Despite the erosion of its power base, the cofradiags(saints brotherhoods) continue to
this day although much reduced in numbers, power and ritual performance. La Violencia had
a drastic effect on the saint societies which disappeared in some areas during this time.?®
Increased poverty has also discouraged many families from participating in the cargo system

because of the considerable expenditure demanded for ritual purposes and fiestas.

Costumbristas were attacked by the military and local vigilantes because of their
perceived alignment with Catholics (in opposition to the growing number of Protestants) and
because of the belief that Costumbrista shamans (aj q’ijs/zajorines) were using their powers
to protect the guerrillas. One villager told me that they were also killed merely because the
evangelicals "hated them". Despite their presumed religious authority, shaman-diviners lacked
any significant collective organization of their own and were therefore easy to single out for
attack. Not surprisingly, some shamans converted to protestantism in order to gain the
protection afforded by this religion, for which they were sometimes disparaged: people said
the shamans were motivated by offers of payment for preaching in the evangelical or
charismatic churches. A local explanation for singling out traditionalists was that a local jefe
had been a Costumbrista and had been involved in witchcraft battles with other brujos
(witches) in the village. In the end, he decided that bullets were more efficacious in settling
the battle once and for all (see Chapter 5).

Antagonism between Costumbristas and Catholics is much reduced compared to the
late 1960s. They continue to use the Catholic church on different days?® and mark saints
days and other village events with processions on consecutive days. Each disparages the
other’s celebrations while the Protestants (who also hold their own separate celebrations)®
stay indoors and deride both. Both Catholics and Protestants disparage the small procession
of die-hard mayordormos (cofradia)® and ridicule costumbrista dances (zarabandas) and

alcohol consumption at these events.

There is some solidarity between the Costumbristas and Catholics because the local
Catholic priest began to appeal to both. Additionally, members of both groups are more
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likely to be aligned in their politics, their refusal of the patrols and in their criticism of the
Protestants who were unwilling to participate in village development projects.

Catholics

Conversion to catholicism became more common after 1954 when European and
American Catholic priests came to the highlands as missionaries and directed the task of
breaking the Costumbrista structure; early catechists (lay teachers of catholicism) were said
to have thrown villagers’ personal idols and shamans’ divining beans (piloys; tz’te’) into the
ravines. Missionaries’ experience of social injustice in the highlands led them to assist in
organising cooperatives which, fogether with congregations, committees and political parties,
helped to undermine the principales (elders) further.! A few of these men, by raising
themselves through the civil-religious hierarchy (the cargo system) became principales, a

position often used to gain control of land and Indian labour.

By the mid 1960s, the struggle within Indian communities was between the
Costumbristas and the commercial sector” (Arias 1990:51) which was aligned with the
Christian Democrat party (which was formed in 1955). The commercial sector, anxious to
support groups that might obstruct more radical forms of social change, developed
cooperatives and established rapport with Accién Catélica (Falla 1978:427). This large social
catechist movement, propagated mostly through groups of male rural leaders, carried forward
the New Testament Christian patterns and values introduced by the Maryknoll missionaries
and challenged the established norm of spiritual resignation.®® This Catholic renewal
movement, fused with elements of traditional paganism (Dunkerley 1988:474), became known
as liberation theology although it was better known to peasants as the "word of God".
Through Catholic Action groups, villagers came together to learn more about catholicism and
to discuss community problems (Barry 1989:98).>* With its focus on developmentalism,
reform® and self-help measures, Catholic Action served as the point of departure for the
search for a replacement for the ancient, sacred bonds familiar to the cofradia (Arias 1990).
It also served as a refuge from the moral and economic effects of alcoholism because, like

the Protestants in later years, Catholic Action criticized Costumbristas’ drunkenness.
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By the mid-1970s, the community was divided into three groups: the Costumbristas;
the commercial sector, now clearly delineated as the Indian bourgeoisie (who leaned to the
right and far right); and the radicalized Indian campesino (who leaned to the left and sought
convergence with poor Ladinos)*® who recognized neither of the two previous groups as
their natural leaders (op.cit). Nevertheless, resentment and conflict arose in many
communities because rural activists - many of whom were linked to the peasants’ league
(Liga Campesinas) and/or one of the revolutionary parties - became community leaders

without having met the traditional requirements of the civil-religious hierarchy.

The Catholics, whose aim was to sustain a humanitarian response to rural
communities’ needs, were the antecedents to popular front organizations such as CUC
(Committee of Peasant Unity), and the local village Committees for Improvement (Comité de
Promejoramiento).”® CUC, formally established in 1978, was a national, Indian-led, broad-
based workers’ union that sought no recognition from the state and possessed little leadership
structure. It originated in Catholic socratic-style consciousness-raising (concientizacion)
efforts and agitated for higher wages.** However, it was more than a protest organization
for it had (and continues to have) a positive programme for economic and social justice. Its
agenda only came to include organizing the masses for insurrection after heavy army
onslaughts, although locals insist that only a very few members of Catholic Action and
perhaps a few more of CUC actually joined the revolution.

Since the late 1970s, Catholic lay agents or catechists (catequistas) and the clergy have
been accused of being communist and hence subjected to escalating repression. The army,
ignoring socioeconomic conditions, particularly the land crisis, as a cause for rebellion,
considered that the church’s new social teaching and its focus on cooperative formation was

causing the highland population to become insurgents.

The development initiatives which the clergy had inspired in many communities and
which had been aided by foreign development groups, became restricted. The government and
local elites began to assassinate cooperative leaders and directors of "Improvement"
Committees. Anyone who solicited aid from either governmental or non-governmental
agencies was viewed with suspicion. Handy reports the death of 168 co-op leaders between
1976 and 1978 in El Quiché (1984:244). The military perceived that the guerillas were



"fighting them with cooperatives” (Arias 1990). In November 1975 a request was sent to the
army commander of the Santa Cruz del Quiché zone "to come and finish off the village’s
guerrillas" because they were "pure Cubans" who were "fighting against us with cooperatives
and other idiocies" (Gurriaran n.d., cited in Arias, ibid). This probably refers to the popular
organizations in which many catechists (also known as progressives or progresistas) had

become involved via liberation theology.*

These conditions led to an increased militancy among the popular organizations which
had subsumed the church’s peasant leagues. Hundreds of Indians began to organize in the
struggle for their economic rights and to protest against the repression. Their religious
conversion was a precursor to their political "conversion," that is, joining the revolutionary
process (sce Brintnall 1979, Falla 1978, Le Bot 1983). According to the Guatemalan Church
in Exile,® as these men became disillusioned with the results of development schemes, they
directed their message "not to solve economic problems through a new technology or financial
organization [but] to free the mind from traditional constraints, the most profound being
respect for authorities". Wilson (1990) similarly suggests that "there is a correlation not
between development and insurrection but between violent repression of development and
support for an insurgency”. I suggest that both conditions are necessary as without the
preexisting hope of a better future which development initiatives inspired, frustration through
repression would not be so likely to arise. Storr (1989) also argues that revolt will erupt not
when conditions are at their worst but when some hopes of improvement have been aroused

and frustrated.

After several priests were killed because of their development of a "counterideology”
and construction of grassroots popular organization (Frank and Wheaton 1984:44-45), Bishop
Gerardi of El Quiché closed the diocese in the summer of 1980 and was forced into exile.”
The lack of priests made it difficult for Catholic followers to continue to hold any programme
together. The modern (orthodox) Catholic faction has gravitated towards the Christian
Democrat party, continuing the intertwining of political and religious lines in rural areas:
cooperatives, water projects and agricultural programmes tended to favour the progressive

catechists.
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The military perceived Emolians as Catholic and hence guerrilla sympathizers (army
action actually drove villagers to become militant: as one villager told me, "the killing made
people organize even more"). One hamlet was particularly singled out and virtually all
Catholics (60 percent of the population) were killed, abducted, went into hiding or converted
becoming fundamentalist Protestants. Catholicism never reappeared in the same form but
"came back" in 1981 as the Charismatic Church, La Renovacién or Renovacién Catélico,®
a controversial new wing of the Catholic Church which appears to share more with Protestant
evangelism than catholicism. They invoke the Holy Spirit in a manner reminiscent of
pentecostal meetings, addressing one another with the evangelical greeting of "brother" or

"sister",

Some Emolians claimed to belong to Catholic Action whilst also being in La
Renovacion; they revere the words of the Catholic priests and nuns and attend evangelically
inclined Charismatic services where they were imbued with the Holy Spirit (charismatic
renewal). They do not necessarily reject the political activism of liberation theology, which
is a general characteristic of La Renovacion.® Although they tended to reject the idolatry
of the saint societies, some worshipped them and the gods of their ancestors behind closed

doors.

Some Catholics differentiate themselves by asserting that they are "pure” (orthodox)
Catholics, rather than Catholic Action (Accién Catdlica),® hoping that this label would be
associated with greater political neutrality. "Pure” Catholics suspected that people involved
in left-wing movements may have been responsible for the "disappearance” of their kin who
had refused "to go over to their side". Catholics in general continue to feel that they have

to tread with extreme care.*!

Protestantism (Evangélico)

Throughout the Indian highlands, the most important incentive to convert from
costumbre or catholicism has been the army’s ongoing counter-insurgency campaign.
Conversion to evangelism (called evangélico, meaning any non-Catholic form of Christianity
[Stoll 1990:4]) added to the decline of the traditional Maya civil religious hierarchy.



The Protestants’ most notable success has been in stabilising converts’ houscholds by
overcoming male addiction to alcohol, controlling male sexual license and giving church
authorities some sort of jurisdiction over the complaints of aggrieved women. The head of
the Evangelical Alliance later asserted that the Catholic Church was keeping alive "idolatry,
fetishism, alcoholism, and machoism - all that it defends is ’tradition’" (Larmer 1989:72).

A wave of people converted to protestantism as a result of disaster evangelism.*
Thousands of lives were lost when the 1976 earthquake ruined the adobe houses of Indian
towns. Evangelicals handed out food and corrugated iron roofs. Many people in Emol
(particularly in some hamlets) converted to protestantism though this was not so much due
to the earthquake (the village was not badly hit) but because the area had incurred heavy
military onslaught on the grounds that it was Catholic (see chapter 4).

In the 1980s, under the bom;again Christian president General Rios Montt, most
protestant soul winners were vowing not only to "win Guatemala to Christ" but also to save
it from revolution (Stoll 1990). Many survivors from the repression were pushed into this
politically conformist fundamentalism and in parts of the western highlands evangelical
churches became the dominant religion (Stoll 1988). Quiché people’s testimonies suggest that
it was the dictates of survival, not born-again religion* or missionaries’ efforts, which
motivated them to convert and thereby align themselves with the army. Villagers’ pragmatic
attitudes are reflected in their criticism of others for convertihg from reasons of interés (self-
interest) or ayudas (handouts) rather than conviccién (conviction). A few women told me that
they had converted during La Violencia, having been promised that their husbands would be
returned to them. Families and sometimes whole communities began aftending evangelical
services to protect themselves against the accusation of being sympathetic to the "radical”
elements of the Catholic Church (Barry 1989:103).

Emolians occasionally admitted their conversion was a way of escaping confrontation
with either side by virtue of the language of neutralism used by evangelicals and
charismatics. In practice, however, surrendering themselves to divine power made them allies
of the army.* It was also more appealing to attend evangelical churches ‘because, unlike
Catholic ones, they had not been converted into army barracks and torture chambers.
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The evangelical churches flourished*® amidst the survivors of crushed radical
movements. They succeeded in attracting many people from the popular movement which had
its origins in Catholic Action. Such converts were especially mistrusted by Catholics and
Costumbristas who suspected them of betraying their dead and "disappeared” kin. They were
said to have "changed their minds" (cambiaron sus cabezas) by aligning themselves with the
Protestants and therefore the army in order to survive. They were viewed as opportunists who
would do anything for a small payment and were described as having "two hearts" (guieﬁ
c’u’x). Protestants, in turn, feared that Catholics and Costumbristas would take revenge. For
many people, protestantism represented safety and only the most courageous held steadfast
to their religion and the ideals of the popular movement. Thus far, it seems that people have

only really been able to see protestantism as form rather than content.*’

With the calming of La Violencia, the rate of conversion has fallen. However, some
women who abandoned religious rituals a decade ago when they lost their menfolk,* have
iecently become receptive to evangelical proselytizers;* they are converting with the
realization that their "disappeared” husbands are unlikely to return and perform costumbre,
which meant they felt they had been left with nothing.

During my fieldwork, I observed the proliferation of evangelical churches. This
reflects the endless searching which ensues when people seek answers to tremendous
adversity, both chronic (hunger and alcoholism) and acute (La Violencia) over which they
have little control. It also reflects increases in both village factionalism and villagers’
inability to resolve differences. One solution was to divide themselves into different
protestant sects (a local foreign catechist told me that some protestant churches in the nearby
town comprised only one family). This has, in turn, created more dissention among people

who suspect others’ motives for conversion.

Thus, rather than being another instance of popular struggle, religious movements in
the form of protestant sects became the denial of that struggle and a conspiracy devised to
stymie it (Stoll 1990). Protestant conversion, during and after La Violencia, is a form of
escapism®. The attraction of pent=costalism was not only the church’s ability to address
people in terms of magical power((ibid.), the Protestant message was also more congruous

with the usual Indian stance - fatalistic acceptance of the constraints on survival - than
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liberation theology’s one of ambitions for a better life. Through conversion comes the idea
that one’s life is not rooted in the past; there is also the millenarian idea that salvation is at
hand. Indeed, conversion is not only a means of finding safety” but also a means of dealing

with disaster.
Sin religion

A few villagers told me that they lived sin religion (without religion), having
converted to protestantism and then abandoned the religion without reverting to their former
practices once the pressure lessened. Some people who converted in search of answers,
abandoned the religion, despairing of support in any faith (see chapter 8). Even people who
had never vacillated in their religious alignments lost faith in the clergy and traditional

‘‘‘‘‘ practitioners.

Religious identification

Today, as a result of rapid conversion, first to catholicism and then to protestantism,
all three religions co-exist in Emol, even in the same family: for example, dofia Candelaria
was a Catholic; her brother, the president of the village improvement committee, a
Protestant.”> Some families are even more divided: Santa, her sister and her mother were
Catholic; her brother was an ex-Catholic who had reverted to Costumbre; her father was an
unreformed Costumbrista and her half brother was a Protestant. These religious identifications
spilled over into political loyalties and different support and information networks,” further
atomizing family and village life.

Any one person can be involved in more than one religion. People who, for example,
converted to protestantism as a survival strategy might attend services when the pressure was
on but subsequently stop; they might remain nominally Protestant and attend services now and
again. Many who turn (or return) to alcohol (which may not be all that uncommon)* give
up attending services to avoid embarrassing condemnation of their drunkenness. Some
Protestants clandestinely consult a shaman-diviner as well as, or instead of, attending .
evangelical cults. Many Catholics will also engage in Costumbrista practices. Like the
Protestants, they will do so surreptitiously for fear of the disapproval of more avid converts.
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Whilst some people consciously identify with one of the newer religions and follow
its particular beliefs and practices, it should be noted that in the same way that catholicism
is syncretized with traditionalism, protestantism is syncretized with both catholicism and
traditionalism. It is clear that one cannot make a clear distinction between the religions as
they are mixed up to different degrees. It is therefore hardly surprising that not only do some
people’s statements reflect a lack of firm identification with one religion (there are others who
express religious anomie) but both Catholics and Protestants tend to revert to former religious

practices at times of crisis.

The situation in Emol makes me believe that Carol Smith’s statement is overly
optimistic:

Community relations remain strong, often corporate [unchanging], not
because of the dead weight of the past, but because of the continuing
importance of community relations to an oppressed people ruled by the
extremely repressive state. (1990b:20)

My experience in Emol and places like it indicates that repression split the corporate
community® (see chapter 4). Villagers themselves claimed that the violence had caused an
increase in envidia among villagers, defined (among other things) as a decrease in solidarity
or community. Perhaps Smith bases her conclusion on material drawn from communities
which were less torn internally than Emol. In Emol people were forced or chose to align

themselves with a repressive regime which oppressed its own people (see chapter 5).

Notwithstanding the mistrust and discord which prevented Emolians from interacting
with many of their fellow villagers, they gained certain material benefits from group activity,
including those coordinated by the local Development Committees (Comité de 7
Promejoramiento) since the late 1960s. The benefits of such joint activity helps to explain
why some villagers are still willing to submit to the social constraints of the community and

the state.
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THE SOCIAL MARGINALIZATION OF THE QUICHE

Quiché-Maya Indians have been marginalized physically and socially from
participation in the world of the nation state. They are, nevertheless, very much affected by
its decisions about them and the effects of these decisions have been rather extreme. Quiché-
Maya labour provides the bedrock of the national economy from which they themselves have
been, for the most part, excluded. La Violencia affected Indians incorporation into the
national economy (see Smith 1990a). In some areas of the western highlands, the violence
caused Ladinos to retreat (see Stoll 1992); in the south, Ladino patrénes who had been
displaced by Catholic cooperatives returned following the destruction of those cooperatives
and the installation of the civil patrols.

. Poverty and health

In 1980, 79% of the population was living in poverty; the proportion increased to 87%
by the end of the decade (Barry 1989:60). Between 1970 and 1984, the percentage of the
national income captured by the top 20% of the population increased from 45.5% to 56.8%

(ibid). Indians have poor housing, minimal education and health care.

Among children there is considerable malnourishment® and a high death rate.”
Rates of infant mortality are 160 per 1,000*® and life expectancy is 47.5 years.” Many
villagers have never visited a health clinic and are suspicious of their benefits. Estimates of
the patient:doctor ratio for the highlands are 1:85,000. There are no doctors in the villages
and most Indians cannot afford to be treated by the few doctors practising in the towns.®

Although several villages have a potable water system, none of the houses has running
water or drinking water. People rely on a few taps scattered around the village. A minority
of villages have electricity which extends no further than the central buildings.

Education

Construction of village schools began in the 1950s but even today education is a

privilege for Indians who have a literacy rate of 50% (Barry 1989:85). Gender and age affect

56



illiteracy rates. Very few people over the age of 50 speak Spanish and even fewer read and
write it. However among all ages Spanish language and literacy rates are higher among males;
most young men are bilingual but not necessarily literate in either language. Over 60% of
women are monolingual and only 15 percent are literate (CITGUA studies 1987-1989).
Among children from the age of seven to fourteen, 40% do not go to school; only 10% finish
sixth grade (Barry op.cit). The national government does not encourage ethnic distinctiveness
and schools have not fostered bilingualism but castellanizacién (Spanish teaching programme)
to prepare Indian children for standard primary school.” Rather, the state has been interested
in transforming Indians into a homogeneous rural working class in a process called "social

integration" which has separated them from their language and culture (see Handy 1984:260).

In villages such as Emol, schools were founded by local members of Catholic Action,
who also carried out literacy and consciousness-raising programmes with older people. They
recognized that learning Spanish was important in order to find employment and to gain
political power. One widow (viuda/malca’n) used to threaten her grandson that if he did not
go to school, he would not be able to find a job and he would be taken into the army which
killed his father. However, many understand that the problem with Spanish, and school
education in general, is that it is associated with Ladino culture. Thus, many Indians are
hesitant to send their children to school. Parents who are sceptical about the wisdom of a
Ladino education, mainly taught by Ladino teachers, resist the process of "social integration”
by keeping their children out of school. They do not want their children to take on Ladino
values because they do not want them to leave the village permanently or part with or
disparage their own culture. Becoming educated also means a loss of interest in tending the
land, and is associated with becoming lazy (huevon) and disrespectful. Moreover, children
provide an important part of the labour force in any Indian household. At least one child in
the family will migrate with his father to the coastal plantations. Thus it is often the case that
even when a child is registered for school, s’he would be absent for many months. Many
mothers had become ambivalent about the schooling of their children; it was clear to them
that being educated was useful in procuring a regular job but they also realized that most
educated rural Indians had been killed during La Violencia.
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The rural economy

The conditions of Indian peasant life stem from the country’s archaic land tenure
system and excessive dependence on export-led agricultural development. Paralleling the
agro-export economy is a system of peasant agriculture, characterized by small plots of land
devoted to subsistence agriculture. As in other areas of the country, El Quiché’s economic
landscape is characterized by grossly unequal land distribution: fewer than 2% of landowners
own 65% of the farm land (Barry 1989:68). One of the results of this unequal distribution
is that 80% of rural Guatemalans live in desperate poverty, unable to satisfy their subsistence
needs.> USAID concluded that in 1979, 87% of farms were too small to meet a family’s
needs (ibid:6).

initial tripling of yields, repeated application has led to a decline in fertility because, as one
villager told me, chemical fertilizers "made the land tired". In the period between the two
extremes, corn changed from being a product for home consumption to a commodity to be
sold in the market place; some Indians even reduced the size of their milpa (corn fields) to
allow space for more commercial crops such as apples. In Emol, however, only 2% of

families could grow commercial crops and even these were minimal.

Emol is a relatively poor village (although some hamlets are better off than others)
and, despite the introduction of fertilizer, all the land is needed to plant corn for the family’s
subsistence needs.®® Even then, few families can rely on subsistence crops (beans and
maize) for more than six to nine months of the year. Sofne 20% of Emol families are
landless, twice the average for southern El Quiché. On the other hand, some widows had
sufficient land but could not find anyone to plant it for them. The implications of being
landless or unable to produce corn goes beyond the economic aspect for most Indians. As
Smith notes "without a territorial claim in a community of one’s ancestors and the means to
secure part of one’s food supply, a Guatemalan Indian has great difficulty in retaining his her
identity as an Indian" (1990b:20).

Only a few villagers were engaged in income-generating, specialist labour. There was

some exploitation of the forest by woodcutters who would sell to house builders and coffin
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makers. Local evangelical pastors expected remuneration for their services (and were
criticized for this); traditional specialists - healers (curanderas) and Mayan priests/diviners
(aj @’ijs),** a few of whom were women - were paid by clients. Midwives (comadrones/aj
cunib) also expected remuneration. Some women were engaged in petty commodity
production, endlessly plaiting trensas (braids of cane fronds), for which they were paid

pennies.

Wage labour

Because of the land problem, many highland Indian families migrate to the south coast
to work on the large plantations (latifundia). These fertile coastal plains are only used for
agro-export crops such as sugar cane, cotton, coffee and bananas; production expanded in the
1960s and 1970s, augmenting the demand for seasonal migrant workers from the Indian
highlands. Agricultural products account for over 50% of total export earnings; cultivation
employs 53% of the labour force.”® At crucial times in the harvest cycle, Guatemala’s
export economy is dependent on Indian labour - a classic example of the latifundia/minifundia

model.

In recent years more villages have become dependent on wage labour not only
because of declining land fertility but also because of the inheritance system which divides
land among offspring. The situation has been exacerbated by further expropriations of Indian
land during the 1970s resulting from a combination of advances in agro-technology (which
increased its financial viability to agri-business) and contradictions in the government’s
"minimalist land colonization policy" (Jonas 1991). The Quiché used to be dependent on
external sources of income to buy supplemental com; now they need to raise cash to buy both

corn and fertilizer.

Some women told me that villagers were better off since the introduction of fertilizer:
as children, they had gone to the coast with their parents because every pair of hands was
needed to earn money; now, only the head of the household, accompanied by one child,
would go and for fewer months than before. Improved roads and transport facilitated travel
between the town and plantation (where most men continued to work), so migrants could

intersperse stints on the coast with visits home rather than enduring prolonged absences. Yet
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despite the widows’ perceptions, family incomes have not increased® in real terms for man
percep y y

years: inflation increased by 100% during my fieldwork.
Women have never had many options for wage labour. Some "natural” widows hired
themselves out as agricultural day labourers, for which they were paid less than men; many

took their children to the coast, continuing the patterns of their childhood.

Other sources of income

The construction of new highways, part of the unprecedented commercial growth of
the late 1960s (which also brought mass communications media to many communities for the
first time), also facilitated migration to the provincial and (more commonly) the national
. capitals, where people hoped to find work in petty commodity trade. Other people migrate

to the border with Mexico and El Salvador in search of non-agricultural work.

Work in the city was attractive to the radicalized who sought to remain as anonymous
as possible. Involvement in catechism, popular movement and the guerrilla facilitated the
switch from farm work to city labour through the formation of an identity which is less
strongly attached to the land - the left’s millenarian dream may be the acquisition of more
land, but this is conceptualized in terms which have little to do with Maya reverence for, or
attachment to, the land.” As a result of becoming alienated from the local subsistence
economy,® there is a growing tendency for men (particularly those with most initiative) to
seek work in the capital city, though this is more common in some hamlets than others (when
I asked why, I was told es costumbre, it is the custom). These young men began to stay for
longer periods, setting up stalls and selling cheap modern knick-knacks (fantasia); they told
me that working in the city was easier than heavy labour on the plantations and it was
especially attractive to younger men who "did not want to get their hands dirty". Given that
women rarely accompany their husbands to the city, the men enjoyed their freedom and some

even took a mistress.

Work in the city was not seasonal and the usual pattern was to return to the village
one week in every four. Two men who owned the village shop might return more often to

make sure that their wives had kept everything = in order.® Some, however, preferred
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to keep to the same pattern as coastal work where they would work for a few months without
returning home; others returned home only to work the land or for special occasions such as
a life cycle ritual or-a fiesta. Those who travelled home less frequently would send some
money home with a friend or a child (I was never able to ascertain how much a man earned
in the city, for a wife rarely knew her husband’s total income). If they can afford to do so,
men without reciprocal relationships vis-a-vis working of the land hire a mozo (labourer) or
jornalero (seasonal labourer)™ to care for their fields so that they can return to their work.

However, every man came home to plant.

Older men objected to city life. They only go to the city to sell locally made wares,
returning immediately to the village. They considered that one became exposed to many bad
influences there and that young city workers were morally degenerate and dedicated to a life
of stealing. It is certainly true that these young men were more exposed to Ladino values and

violence and thus ladinization was most likely to occur among them.

CONCLUSION

Prior to La Violencia, the Quiché had experienced over two decades of spectacular
changes: new authority structures (some imposed by outside institutions), new economics and
new religions. Re-establishing and re-asserting reality after the eruption of chaos that was
La Violencia is thus made even more difficult. The distortion of affective bonds and the
destruction of communities through terror and deprivation (see Chapters 4 & 5) seriously
undermined epistemological systems that would normally provide the raw material for
repairing depleted frameworks of knowledge and meaning. Because of the changes which
preceded La Violencia, people did not have anything approaching a stable cultural bedrock
to return to. The basic social institutions that ground everyday life, the structures that
substantiate knowledge, had already been badly shaken.

1. Guatemala is divided into twenty-two provinces or departments, each with an
administrative centre (in El Quiché this is Santa Cruz) through which state-appointed
bureaucrats, invariably Ladinos, direct local politics. ‘

2. See Figueroa Ibarra (1980) for an excellent study of labour in the latifundia/minifundia
system in Guatemala.
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3. There are two seasons; the wet season which runs from May to October called
invierno (winter,) and the dry season which runs between November and April called
verano (summer).

4, This is the population for 1990 taken from Estimacién de Poblacién Urbana y Rural
por Departamento y Municipio 1990-95; also in Instituto Nacional de Estitistica.
Government of Guatemala, February 1991.

5. Sol Tax (1937) was the first to contend that the municipio was the appropriate unit for
studying Indian communities rather than language areas. This has been accepted by
many anthropologists (e.g. Brintnall 1979; Falla 1978; Nash 1967; Reina 1957;
Wagley 1941). Watanabe (1984) notes that both Indians and Ladinos identify
themselves according to their natal municipio (township). Political representatives of
these units are members of the local community. There are 325 municipios in the
whole of Guatemala; 150 are Indian and situated in the western highlands (Smith
1986). See Smith 1990b for reference to more recent work which suggests that the
small and nucleated municipio studied by many anthropologists do not necessarily
represent the communities of most Indians.

6. Parcialidad, corresponding to the municipio (Smith 1990b:28, n10) was the name the
Spaniards gave to distinct social groups; they exhibit individually the characteristics
Wolf (1967) considers typical of closed corporate bonding (Smith 1990b). These units,
which have preHispanic roots (Lovell and Sweezy 1990), were aggregated by the
Spaniards shortly after the ravages of the conquest for purposes of controlling the
native population.

7. Richard Wilson (personal communication) found that Ladinos and not Indians of
Coban in Alta Verapaz referred to Indians in this way. This illustrates that ethnicity
is not a single system but - plural in both the representations and ways of referring
to the "other". There is probably considerable diversity between Quiché and an area
like Coban which has a much higher proportion of Ladinos and is ecologically and
geographically quite distinct from the northwest highlands.

8. -Recent studies suggest that Indian ethnicity is both dynamic and complex, involving
more than simply the persistence of specific cultural traits or socioeconomic conditions
(Brintnall 1979, Hawkins 1984, Smith 1977).

9. When mentioning the women of Emol in this thesis, I am usually referring more
specifically either to one of its wards or to the central part of the village. There are
around 230 houses across both of these sites. Their characteristics are quite different
in various respects: for example, the central area is more conservative, has a higher

. conversion rate (to evangelism) and a larger proportion of its inhabitants align
themselves with the army.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

See, for example, Barry 1989, Smith 1986.

The term Ladino, meaning "sagacious, clever, cunning” in Central American Spanish,
appears to have been first used in the sixteenth century as an adjective applied to
acculturated Indians or at least to those who spoke Spanish (cf. Tax 1941:21, Sherman
1979:187). By the early twentieth century, the term had disappeared in the rest of
Central America (to be replaced by mestizo) but in Guatemala Ladino came to mean
"oppressor in the western highlands, and homeless (and therefore permanent) worker
in the cities and lowlands. With the coffee economy, the class positions of Indians
and Ladinos began to diverge" (Smith 1990b:86).

This is deduced from the fact that only a small number of Europeans migrated to
Guatemala (see Morner, cited in Smith 1990b:3).

See Colby and van den Berghe who discuss Indians who adopt Ladino traits, "pass”
as Ladino and abandon indigenous identity (1969:90-3). Brintnall (1979) discusses
the processes of becoming more and more Ladino, distinguishing the different
processes by which this occurs.

Smith writes that in the mid twentieth century, in the western highlands where most
Indians maintain their permanent residence, Ladinos did not share the class position
of Indians, having become agents of labour and the oppressive state rather than
labourers themselves (1990b:89). Under these circumstances, Indians came to identify
Ladinos with both state and class oppression (ibid.). Ladinos were the first to move
from the towns during La Violencia, which has benefitted Indians in some areas such
as Totonicapan and the Ixil triangle where ."z‘./-m/ - have become both economically
and politically more powerful.

The internal divisions have perhaps become more pronounced since the coffee
economy reorganized the regional and class patterning of ethnicity in Guatemala
because the interests that Indians and many Ladinos still might have held in common
became disguised (Smith 1990b:89). Coffee export economies were built in the four
other Central American countries (which also held Indians, castas, and white Creole
elites in the colonial period). Yet none of these emerged from the experience with a
marked social division between Indians and Ladinos. According to Smith, the marked
social divisions between Indians and Ladinos in Guatemala can thus only be explained
by Guatemala’s distinct economic and political history (ibid:91).

The army recruits 7,000 to 8,000 (mostly rural) young men between the ages of 18
and 24 each year, often forcibly; it incorporates up to 20% of the rural male
population in this age group in two year hitches (Smith 1990a). There are also many
more Indian men remaining in their villages = are army reserves (reservistas) who

. train every Sunday.
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17.

18.

19.

20.

- 21,

22.

23.

24,

25.

See Sapper (1985) on the mixing of different ethnic groups during the Spanish
Invasion.

Guatemalan Indians speak some twenty different Mayan languages, and each
community tends to have a different dialect.

See Bunzel (1952), Reina (1966) and Wagley (1941) on the traditional cargo system.

Farriss (1984) writes that there is a strong resemblance to caj a de comunidad
(community treasure) in other regions of Mesoamerica but that this is originally a
Spanish institution which the Mayas turned to their own ends. The cofradia (also
called mayordormos) perform a mixture of civil and religious functions designed to
promote the common good and ensure the survival of the community qua community
(ibid:265).

" See Watren (1978), Brintnall (1979), Falla (1978) Cabarris (1979) and Wilson (1990).

on the clash between the traditional civil-religious order and the catechists.

This was in Nebaj during the coffee boom where a pentecostal missionary and
founder of the country’s Church of God (Cleveland, Tenesse Mission) enjoyed success
with upper-class Ladinos, not Ixils (Stoll 1992:155).

Recent estimates show that the number of evangelicals in Guatemala is supposed to
have increased nearly sevenfold from 1960 to 1985 (to 1,597,000 out of a total
population of 8,403,000 [Stoll 1990:Appendix 2]).

I had to be seen as de confianza (trustworthy) by the people with whom I worked; this
meant being seen to be on their (political or religious) "side”, thus making it
impossible for me to work with Protestants (who were anyway less able to talk about
La Violencia).

The word costumbre is applied to rituals and other behaviours associated with the
local community rather than the church or the nation; there is an implication that no
special justification is required for behaviours which are part of local tradition. Hence
es costumbre (it is the custom) - the usual answer given to the enquiring
anthropologist. Mesoamerican Anthropologists often encounter this seeming lack of
cultural exegesis, epitomized by the constant decldim es costumbre (it is the custom)
in response to questions which aspired to access the meaning of events (Vogt 1976:1,
Hunt 1977:28, 248-9). Rather than simply evidencing ignorance, disinterest, or
obfuscation, however, such responses reflect the tacit manner in which Quichés learn
their culture. Explications of this unfortunately goes beyond this thesis.



26.

217.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

In Emol, the system collapsed completely during La Violencia and has only recently
resumed with only a few participants - not even enough for positions to change hands.

Prewar studies of the western highlands show that the Catholic Church was rife with
tension between priests, Catholic Action and Costumbristas (Brintnall 1979, Falla
1978, Warren 1978).

Colby and van den Berghe report that priests administering in Quiché gave two
separate masses, one for the cofrades and one for the catechists (1977:146). I was told
this only occurred in some of the more divided communities.

Wilson (1990) reports the same among the Q’eqchi’ of Alta Verapaz; one level of
inter-community cohesion and co-operation has gone because the inter-community
worshipping of saints (ibid) has ceased. In Emol, however, villagers from other
communities still visit on the annual festival of the patron saint. Protestants join in
each other’s services and the patrols across communities are led to celebrate occasions
such as the anniversary of the formation of the patrols while the non-patrollers joined
together in solidarity. In Emol, intra-communal cohesion was more effected by the
splitting of the village into different groups.

In Emol the cofradia had virtually disappeared during La Violencia and had come
back in a much diminished form. Since then, the same mayordormos house the saints
and perform the duties as if in an exclusive club. One mayordormo houses two saints
because a replacement could not be found when an elder mayordormo died. This
contrasts with other areas, for example San Pedro Jocopilas in southern Quiché where,
the cofradia’s position is more stable than the catechists’ because of their ability to
"mediate a situation of subordination" (Rojas Lima 1988:214).

Falla (1978) writes about the conflicts between Catholic Action and traditionalists in
the Quiché town of San Antonio Ilotenango. See Brintnall (1979) and Warren (1978),
who report similar conflicts in Aguacatdn and San Andrés Semetabaj respectively.
The threat that the catechists posed for the traditionalists is understood when
considering Carmack’s (1979:384) comment that "becoming a better Catholic meant
a complete or partial abandonment of the whole world view, which also included the
traditional agricultural methods".

They managed to accumulate capital by buying and selling outside the markets
monopolized by the principales in their own communities. They challenged the
Costumbrista control of religious rites and codes, thus situating themselves at the front
of the movement against their communities’ traditional beliefs.
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33.

34.

35.

36.

33.

34.

Dunkerley notes that "there is some historical irony in the fact that the indigenous
population of the area had been converted to catholicism largely at the hands of
Spanish priests, no longer the companion of the conquistadores but proponents of
popular liturgy” (1988:474).

Arias (1990) writes that members of Liga Campesina, an organization developed by
Accion Catdlica and their students (catechists) in 1965, were labelled "communists”.
The literacy work of Christian communities formed during this time became
transformed into organizational work with certain political perspectives after two
events: firstly, the Central American Common Market was overwhelmed by a
monetary crisis as a result of the oil embargo and the appearance of inflation in
Guatemala in 1973; secondly, the earthquake in 1976. Catholic priests and foreign
workers witnessed the army reselling international aid for profit while Indians starved
or froze to death because they could not afford their prices. Arias writes that "the
young leaders talked in general about the need to organize’. But practically speaking,
none of the ’organizers’ had any meaningful experience that would allow them to
decide what type of organization they sought or needed” (ibid:244). Already in the

“early to mid seventies, organizing required a high degree of secrecy, because

repression had already begun in El Quiché; an open public organization would have
been immediately destroyed. Those organizing maintained secrecy for as long as
possible until the organization became the Committee for Campesino Unity (CUC) in
1977. _ ‘

The role of the Catholic Church in insurgency and counter insurgency campaigns is
complicated. For example, simultaneously with its support of the 1966-1968
counterinsurgency (which followed its support of the 1954 "liberation" from the
Revolution [1944-1954]), priests and other community religious leaders were
translating Liberation Theology ideas into their daily work base, ultimately fuelling
the revolutionary movement in the 1960s.

Ladinos themselves are differentiated into distinct classes within Guatemala, some
staffing the bureaucracy of the expanded state, others owning various firms as well as
employing Indians or other Ladinos, while yet others are workers or rural
smallholders.

This government committee dates from the late 1960s. The central committee
organized various smaller local committees to coordinate projects, e.g. potable water.
Funds were solicited for these, sometimes with the help of the town mayor, from
various potential donors.

Conscious-raising is a mechanism for organizing people to change oppressive
conditions. Given their mostly Ladino leadership, the popular organizations and
guerrilla groups are more concerned with class than ethnicity. However, both Indians
and poor Ladinos were included in the organization. Groups concerned with ethnic
issues, such as Maya-Nationalists, appeared in the 1980s but are not connected to the
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popular movement (unlike human rights groups such as CERJ, which have become
more aware of ethnic issues).

Warren recounts that the ideology of the catechists "proposes ladinization as a means
to achieving social and economic equivalence of Indians and Ladinos" (1978:94).
Falla concludes the same for the programme in Quiché, but here there was a greater
effect on ethnicity (1978:545). Catechist services only took place in "Castilian"
(Spanish), and the entire ideology of "development” was more extensive and well
funded. However, Colby and van den Berghe suggest that the catechist programme did
not make Ladinos of the catechists, rather it created an intermediate position "between
the rest of the indigenous people and the Ladinos" (1977:115).

This is a revolutionary support group which serves refugees and publicizes atrocities.
It was set up by several Sacred Heart priests after they were forced out of El Quiché.

The diocese reopened at the end of 1984 although the Sacred Heart Priests did not
return. The Guatemalan Bishop recruited a pastoral team consisting of various
European and Latin American priests as well as Maryknoll nuns and Sisters of
Charity.

Stoll reports that in Chaj ul the Charismatics he came across stressed their separation
from Catholics; they claimed to be abstinent, compared to Catholics’ indulgence in
"impure acts" (1992:244). The situation in Emol is different: Catholics converted
wholesale to Charismatic religion. This hamlet was bombarded on account of being
Catholic and all Catholics fled. One man described how he and two men were the
first to arrive back in the village; there were no Catholic priests and the church had
been taken over and used by the army as a torture chamber. They began to say
rosaries in their houses in secret; then an evangelist came and "entered” them in the
Charismatic Church which grew steadily as more people returned; it was the place
where they could pray openly. When the Catholic church began to function again,
some Charismatics welcomed the nuns and priests while continuing in La Renovacion.
Perhaps there was more variation in areas where people could choose between the
different churches present in the village.

Many traditionalists, who had until that time comprised 40% of the population, also
converted. One villager told me that 90% of Emol’s inhabitants converted to
protestantism; however, like many others, he included Charismatics in his estimates
of evangelical converts. The Charismatic Church arrived in the area of El Quiché
surrounding Emol in 1976 but the Catholic priest there was said to "keep it at bay".

Stoll (1992) writes that some claimed charismatics used their spiritual renewal to
define themselves against the guerrillas. He writes that in Cotzal of the Ixil triangle
the army allowed charismatics to go door-to-door with their message of repentance at
a time when everyone was afraid to go out for fear of getting killed. The leader of
the Charismatic church, a former catechist, was chosen by the army to lead the
organization of the civil patrols (ibid:96). However the ambiguous or confused identity
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of charismatic converts was apparent when members of the charismatic churches who
profess no interest in things of this world suddenly joined the peasant league (see
chapter 4 for details on this organization).

Organizations such as the church professed to be apolitical. But while in the town
Protestant sects competed with one another and with the Catholics for "souls", these
religious lines tended to overlap with competing political parties. In the countryside
the Catholics had launched Catholic Action, which split the Indian peasants into
traditional and modern (catechist) factions. A real rupture of the existing power
arrangements appeared in rural centres when community members of Catholic Action
founded schools to develop a new young leadership core. Study groups addressed
topics such as peasant rights; the country’s constitution was also studied in order to
contrast what was written with reality (Arias 1990:241).

This preoccupation is justified when considering, for example, events between 1990-91
when Myma Mack Chang (see introduction) and Julio Quevedo Quezada, lay
consultants to the diocese of Quiché, were murdered. The bishop’s concern for the
Quevedo Quezada, an agronomist working for the Catholic agency Caritas, was shot
dead in Santa Cruz del Quiché on July 15, 1991.

In the largest urban centre in the western highlands, conversion to protestantism began
before La Violencia. According to Evans, pentacostalism assisted Mayans moving into
new patterns of assimilation into the national and world economy (1990:102).

Stoll (1990) writes that while every Sunday on television Riés Montt preached to his
country on the importance of morality and good citizenship, his army was putting
down a communist insurgency by slaughtering thousands of Mayan Indians. One
aspect of his evangelical adviser’s role was to deny that the Guatemalan army was
committing massacres in its anti-guerrilla drives. At the same time it was serving as
a humanitarian screen for survivors, especially evangelicals, by inducting them into
the army’s pacification efforts.

Stoll writes how he got bored in evangelical cults because of repetitiveness of the
ritual language and lack of theological content but he realized that the whole point of
pentecostal worship was to say very little at all (1992:150).

According to Stoll (1992:159), "catechists and traditionalists could also adopt the
language of neutrality, but evangelicals were the most practised in its deployment. In
contrast to Catholic Action’s language of commitment to the community,
conversionalist religion offered a convenient rhetoric of escape from confrontation.”
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They do this with generous support from the United States.

There may also be other extraneous reasons for conversion. The Protestant pastors in
Emol as well as other areas scemed mainly interested in increasing their incomes as
has been found among other Mayan converts in Mexico (Aulie 1979).

Linda Green (1991) working with Kaqchikel war widows in Chimaltenango,
distinguished between “conversion" and "identification" because of widows’
simultaneous identification with more than one religious group. I found that while this
would apply to some of the widows I worked with, others joined different religious
groups for pragmatic reasons without any apparent identification.

One woman whose husband used to carry out costumbre for the family did not carry
on the practice in his place after he was killed in La Violencia. She was left without
any religious practice for seven years. Evangelicals began to visit the house and to
tell her that belief in the spirits "no sirve" (is no good). Finally, in November 1988,
one of them convinced her to join their evangelical temple. She told me that she did
not remember (remember here means something to do with actually carrying out a
practice not that she literally forgot) anything of the costumbre and that she was
happier being an evangelical.

Some suggest that pentacostalism was not "escapist” because it was necessary (e.g.,
Cook 1985). While it is certainly true that conversion saved lives there was still an
escapist element to it.

Because Guatemala’s communities have usually resisted state extraction of their
resources, the relationship between Guatemala communities and the Guatemalan state
has typically been antagonistic. Because groups such as the church have been more
useful in helping the state meet its own organizational goals, its relationship to the
state has been more symbiotic than oppositional (Smith 1990b:13).

When doria Candelaria’s husband and eight year old son were kidnapped, her brother
was able to rescue his nephew but not his brother in law. He would help his sister
when she asked (see Chapter 6).

Thus when Santa’s alcoholic father broke his skull (an accident), he would have
wanted treatment from a traditional shaman/healer (he was too ill to decide). Santa
and her sister, both liberal Catholics, thought shamanistic treatment would be helpful;
their Costumbrista brother also wanted him to have traditional treatment. Their
maternal half-brother, an evangelical Protestant, suggested taking him to the local
Ladino doctor. Santa’s mother, a devout Catholic convert, wanted to take her husband
to the priest (although ordinarily he would not set foot in the Catholic church);
however, she felt unable to make a decision in the face of conflicting advice from her
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sons. Her indecision was exacerbated by her fear of potential gossip concerning how
he met his injuries. Surprisingly, Santa’s father survived.

See Hinshaw’s (1975) study on Panajachel.

See Eric Wolf (1967) who introduced the concept of the closed corporate community.
See Smith (1990b) on how it is possible to talk of communities as being closed with
respect to some practices (e.g., marriage) but not in relation to economic or political
"ones as long as the political changes did not threaten the unity of Indians vis-a-vis
the state” (ibid:20).

Health workers in the health centre in Emol told me that 70% of children from birth
to 6 years are malnourished. The majority of these come from families which are
incomplete because of La Violencia or marital discord.

Barry (1989) writes that 42,000 children die every year in Guatemala from preventable
or curable disecases. This indicates the abysmal health, nutrition and poverty in
Guatemala and also reflects the widespread economic violence.

This figure is from a USAID study and estimates rates for the highlands in 1984, a
figure which predates La Violencia (Painter, 1987:4,fn.6).

This is contrasted to 64.5 years among Ladinos (Barry 1989).

James Painter writes that Guatemala has one of the poorest health records in Latin
America. "During a July 1986 visit, the head of UNICEF for Central America, Agop
Kayayan, stated 'Guatemala has the worst infant mortality rate in Central America.

~Five children every hour die from diseases such as diphtheria, whooping cough,

tetanus, measles, or polio’" (1987:4,fn.6). A USAID study put infant mortality rates
for the highlands at 160 per 1,000 in 1984, a figure which predates La Violencia
(ibid).

This programme began in the 1940s and was expanded in the late 1960s into a new
programme which trained bilingual promotores (Indians with less training than
teachers) to prepare children for school. Stoll (1992) writes that North American -
Bible translators from the Summer Institute of Linguistics were involved. This is an
Evangelical mission with aspiration to teach Mayas to read the New Testament in their
own language. The programme was subsidized by USAID (ibid).

AID, Land and Labour in Guatemala, An Evaluation. 1982.
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Between 15 - 20 cuerdas of land would be necessary for this (a cuerda is measured
in varas; one vara is 33 inches). Stadelman estimates that 1 hectare = 2.471 acres =
22.77 cuerdas (Stadelman 1940:130). Only about a dozen families had more than ten

manzanas (one manzana = 16 cuerdas) of land.

This literally means day worker. Other names used for this are zajorin and chuchgajau
(meaning mother-father - see Bunzel 1952).

Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) Country Profile 1989-90, p16.

Wages on fincas (large farms) tend to be low because there is not much work and
migrants must accept whatever they can get (around Q3.25 a day, which is equivalent
to about US$0.75). Schmid (cited in Handy 1984:207) estimated that wages including
"maintenance benefits" averaged $US1.10 a day. The low wages and inhumane
conditions contributed to the massive strike on the fincas in the early 1980s.

The displacement of Costumbristas implies the gradual displacement of agriculture as
the Indian population’s modus vivendi. As this was abraded further by rapid change,
there was also an erosion of community and the ability to link self, neighbour, and
place.

Some scholars suggest that Indians are still attached to land for religious, identity and
economic reasons (see e.g., ethnographies of Bunzel 1952, Brintnall 1979). This fits
in with my own findings among many of the older generation but less so in younger
ones. There are a few young people who have consciously tried to halt the process
of the loss of traditional ways of life.

When they returned home to tend to the shop, it sometimes operated as a cantina
(local bar) in the evening. These shops sold minimal food stuffs, beer, fizzy drinks,
cigarettes, soap and batteries.

-Their work included planting, weeding and harvesting maize and beans. A mozo was

paid from 2-4Q (4 Quetzales = $1) per day depending on their ability to work hard.
Women also procured daily work for which they were usually paid between 1.5-2Q
per day. Smith reports that there is no generalized wage level in western Guatemala
(1990b:229,fn15). The wages set by the plantations for seasonal labour serve as a
general barometer. But each highland community establishes its own wage in relation
to the plantation wage (in most cases for agricultural labour), and that "community
wage" tends to regulate wage levels in all branches of production in the community
(ibid).
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-Plate 2: Woman weaving



Chapter 3

Gender Relations Among the Quiché e
Before La Violencia

In order to understand women’s lives in the present, particularly in relation to changes
since La Violencia, the following sections examine women’s roles in various spheres before
this time. I begin by examining a woman’s place within religion and secular politics. In
order to understand the changes that a war widow endured (see chapter 6), I describe what
her life would have been like within the conjugal unit, both in terms of marital relations and
the sexual division of labour; in general, it may be said that men and women had clearly
prescribed roles and that there was a considerable sense of continuity within the conjugal unit.
I discuss what happens in cases of marital breakdown, including residence patterns and
remarriage because this has implications for what women did after La Violencia. 1 also
examine marriage in terms of its implications for a woman’s identity because this, too, is
affected by widowhood (viudez/malca’nil). It may be stated that in the traditional economy
of Quiché, women’s gender identity included them as members of a household and an ethnic
group. However, women did not gain access to resources or acquire political clout through

community spheres: their access to these resources was usually through their husbands.

RELIGION AND SECULAR POLITICS

Community religion and secular politics were male dominated. It has been suggested
(see Wilson 1990) that modern religions in Guatemala (such as catholicism and
evangelicalism) have undermined women’s positions of power within religious spheres
because Catholic priests and Protestant pastors are always men. However, it appears that
women did not occupy the highest echelons of the hierarchy of m either. Women
participated in the newly formed Catholic Action as catechists. Protestantism, however, seems

to allow no room for female religious teachers.
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In Emol, as in other areas of Quiché, there are female aj q’ijs, (shamans/diviners),
catechists and cofradia but no female principales, priests or pastores (pastors). Women’s
position of power in the religious and political spheres has been generally undermined in
recent years, owing to the destruction of the cofradias. Women played an important part in
the saint brotherhood (cofradia), each of which have an equal number of male and female
cargo-holders (alcalde/mayordormos). In Emol, unlike some other areas of Guatemala,”
female cofradia stood in their own right; they did not have to be the wivesn. of the

alcaldes/mayordormos. Both male and female mayordormos, however, had to be married.

A few exceptional women became influential in religious and political spheres
following involvement in the catechist programme which gave younger men and women the
opportunity to become more politically active. A woman’s participation may have depended
on her ability to speak Spanish (although some, in fact, learnt the language through becoming
catechists). The majority of catechists were men but part of their consciousness raising
included addressing issues such as gender (in)equality. Some catechists therefore began to
allow their wives to travel outside the village and a few of them became involved in
organizations such as CUC; recently, however, female catechists who participated in this
process have become marginalized in their community. Women’s success thus depended on
the willingness of other members of the community to let them hold positions of authority.
Communications with political networks continued to be almost exclusively handled by men.

Female aj q’ijs (shamans/diviners) have become more common in recent years because
so many men were killed during La Violencia. People should only become aj g’ijs™ if it
is their destiny (patanih) to do so (some Emolian women were said to practice without this
prerequisite). The Maya concept of patanih (destiny/tribute/service) encompasses ideas of
obligation, calling, and fulfilment of one’s proper role in the universe.

Mayan shaman/diviners’ activities are hierarchically ordered. A female aj q’ij can not

hold the highest position, called aj mes (literally, person of the table)”, who can
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communicate directly with the spirits of the dead. While both male and female aj q’ijs
travelled alone to sacred sites, a female aj q’ij was unable to travel unaccompanied to

important sites beyond the village perimeter.

Both male and female aj g’ijs were able to divine the causes of illness and cure
patients. Both were concerned with matters of protection and the revelation of the cause of
misery in one form or another. However, there was some division of labour between the two
sexes: male aj q’ijs were more concerned about the well being of the community as a whole;

female aj q’ijs often acted as midwives (comadrones).

In secular politics, women were given secondary importance by men, who made most
of the decisions. Post-menopausal women commanded some respect and their opinions were
sometimes incorporated into decisions concerning village secular politics. The male partner
of the household unit had the means to enter the political sphere through his competence in
Spanish, which women generally did not have, especially in Emol. He made contact with
Ladino powers such as the town and municipal mayors and thereby mediated between the
Indian villagers and the State.

MARITAL RELATIONS AND REMARRIAGE

Among the Quiché marriage was almost mandatofy for both men and women.
Although arranged marriages and the pressure to marry diminished after people converted to
catholicism, unmarried adults of either sex continued to be an anomaly. Unmarried men were
not economically and socially respected and women still unmarried by their mid-twenties
were sometimes suspected of being witches.

The union between man and wife was said to be natural. When speaking about
marriage, people would sometimes refer to Quiché mythology which relates that married men
and women lived together in the conjugal unit like the sun and moon; if a person was left
without a spouse, the situation was said to be contrary to nature™ and an obstacle to the

achievement of the ideal of complementarity and balance.
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The creation of the marital unit was a highly formalized process which extended over
the period of a year.” There has been a slow erosion of this process due to religious
conversion to catholicism or protestantism, the process of ladinization and economic hardship.
Nevertheless, prior to La Violencia, these practices were still preserved, particularly among
the Costumbristas and, to a lesser extent, among Catholics. The disintegration of traditional
values has since accelerated. This is partly due to the general militarization of the countryside
which began in the 1950s, and partly to the establishment of the militia groups, the civil
patrols, in 1982 when patrol jefes and military commissioners (ex-soldiers) became the village
authorities. Nowadays, in some areas of Quiché, a desirable prospective groom is not so much
someone who is honourable (a virgin like his intended bride) but a man who has performed

his military service.

Mutual respect and meticulous regard for individual property rights existed within the
marital relationship. Generaliy, couples aimed for emotional reserve which was achieved to
some degree with the help of parental (and, in the case of Costumbristas, shamanic)™
guidance. Over the years of marriage the couple worked towards equilibrium in the family
unit. This pertained to the couple’s behaviour towards each other and within the wider family
network and especially to balancing the division of labour. A man who went astray by not
tending the fields properly or not contributing enough to cover weekly household expenses
and so on, was admonished by his parents and family elders; a woman who did not complete

her wifely duties in the household was similarly cautioned.

In order to understand war widows’ predicament, it is important to understand that
keeping a marital unit together, despite problems, was highly valued in Quiché society. A
daughter’s transfer from her nuclear family to her husband’s and the formation of the marital
unit had powerful cultural sanctions which were not easily reversed. At the time of union,
couples are formally advised that they should not separate until death. Marriages were
generally stable and separations infrequent; parents would usually do everything in their

power to discourage a separation.

Nevertheless, there was considerable tension in the conjugal unit even before La
Violencia. Drinking and wife beating were common; afterwards, both the incidence and

severity of domestic violence increased. One young man told me that his drunk father killed
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his mother; his maternal uncles then killed his father in retaliation, leaving four young
children to fend for themselves. Quiché men tend to be extremely jealous; it was said that
some men’s jealousy led them to kill their wives during La Violencia, when murder could be
committed with impunity (a current black joke is that divorce was no longer necessary).
Husbands often suspect their wives of having illicit affairs, despite the fact that it is usually
they who are duplicitous. Men often took up with another woman during fairly short periods
of separation when working on the coast or in the capital; it was not uncommon for a man
to take a second identity when he went to the city and a second wife to go with it. Because
of their economic dependence, women’s attitude towards polygamy and abuse is one of
tolerance; they are reluctant to leave an abusive man because of cultural pressures, their
religion and, latterly, because of the dearth of marriageable men. One of women’s most
common sayings was "tengo que aguantar" (I must bear it). Nevertheless, abandonment for

another woman is the most common reason for marriage dissolution.

Although women withstood considerable abuse from their husbands and tolerated
considerable penury, they did have the power to leave” but they were usually reluctant to
do so, especially if they could not return to their parents’ home. Furthermore, if a woman
left her husband, she might have had to leave her children, particularly sons, in her ex-
husband’s household. If she remarried, her daughters might then be given up for adoption
within her extended family because second husbands were unlikely to want to support non-
biological offspring. A more immediate problem on separation was that women were likely
to be forced to give up all the property which had accrued to the marriage and even the crops
they had helped to cultivate. After many Emolians converted to catholicism in the late 1950s,
divorce™ became more of a stigma; previously, separation had been a relatively painless

affair - the separated woman would simply return to her parental home.

Directly after a woman lost her husband, she would normally return to her father’s
house. Her male relatives, especially her father and brothers, would support her by providing
both financial assistance and labour in her corn-fields until she remarried. Traditionally,
shortly after separation or the death of a spouse, the elders would call together the mourners
to acknowledge the family’s loss and give direction to the handling of the event. A young
widow was encouraged to deny her grief, advised to look for a new partner” as soon as

possible and to look forward to her future family. In the case of an "ordinary” death it was
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almost as though a widow’s first husband had not existed. Some women, however, viewed

remarriage as a betrayal.

Even before conversion to catholicism, widows (malc’anib or viudas)®® were a less
desirable marriage prospect than unmarried women because virginity at the time of marriage
was valued by both sexes. Indeed, a previous union was usually kept secret (even by
widowers and male divorcees); reasons for this were largely expressed in terms of jealousy

of prior relationships.

RESIDENCE PATTERNS

Residence upon marriage was usually virilocal, which has implications for land
inheritance. Traditionally, only sons inherit land; a girl forfeits any entitlement she might
have to her father’s land on her departure for her in-law’s house. Groom service was
traditionally performed for the one year "engagement” period leading up to the change of
residence. Brideprice in the form of fruit, bread, chocolate and money was paid, particularly
in the case of a rushed marriage. The departure of a married woman to her husband’s home

marked a dramatic change in the bride’s life.

The girl usually lived with her husband in his parent’s one room, adobe house for at
least one year during which she grew into her new identity. She was addressed as "wife"
(ixokil) by her husband’s relatives of his generation, as "daughter” (u_mial or ral) by those
of the senior generation and as "mother” (nan or chuch) by those of the junior generation.

She retained her patrilineal surname throughout life as well as taking on her husband’s.

The newly married woman was quite vulnerable because she might be treated as an
unwelcome "stranger”, particularly if her marriage did not comply to the norm of municipio
endogamy. A new wife had to prove her worth by working hard, learning the ways of her
in-laws’ household and "respecting” (conforming to) the family’s ways which included, for
example, wearing their particular design of clothes and speaking their dialect. Only in this
way was she slowly accepted into the family. Complaints were likely to engender conflict,

particularly with her mother-in-law.
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The association with her husband’s family sometimes detracted from the girl’s
membership of her own family, though this depended on the personalities of members of both
families. .A girl’s visits to her parental home might have been restricted by her in-laws if, for
example, they feared that she would gossip to her parents about the running of their home.
Generally, however, a married woman’s own relatives had minor but continuing
responsibilities both to her and to her children. Contact was maintained by visiting, often
facilitated by marriage within the vicinity. The bonds of personal affection and sentiment
between a girl and the members of her nuclear family were sometimes strengthened, rather
than lessened, by separation. Even an older widow such as dofia Flora, who was around 50
years old, continued to visit her mother’s home although dofia Flora was more likely to

provide practical support rather than to receive it.

A married son would eventually make a bid for independence by requesting his
inheritance and the means to build his own house. Unless a son eloped, this rarely happened
before the second year of marriage. The husband discussed the matter with his wife and, if
she agreed, the couple would begin to build their new home which would usually be close
to his parents’ house. The girl would therefore continue to be part of her husband’s extended
family. After land inheritance was given, labour would still continue to be cooperative as

each male member of the family would help with each other’s land in a reciprocal fashion.

Traditional practices have been affected by a number of factors including men’s
migration to the capital for work. In such cases, a husband might delay forming a separate
household, leaving his wife in his parents’ home while he was away. This arrangement was
often preferred by a husband who, while being freer to satisfy his own desires in the city, was
still highly possessive towards his wife and wanted his family to supervise her movements.
Working in the city allowed some men to evade their responsibilities, prolonging their
dependence on their natal families and delaying achievement of greater responsibility for

themselves.

A woman might have been reluctant to leave her parental home if she foresaw a life
ahead alone with her in-laws. In this case, her husband was invited to reside in her parents’
house (in which case no brideprice but groom service was made), especially if there were no

grown sons in her family. If the groom’s family had little or no land or money, they were

79



normally very willing to take advantage of this option. However, uxorilocality was still the

exception rather than the rule.
SEXUAL DIVISIONS OF LABOUR

To understand the position of women in the Quiché economic system and how this
changed upon widowhood, we need to know the nature of "normal" female alid male
participation in both subsistence and exchange spheres, including the relation and importance
of each sphere to the overall economic system. For the sake of expediency I will describe
the subsistence and exchange spheres separately. I do not thereby imply that they are
independent.

Subsistence production among the Quiché took place at the level of the household.
This unit may have been extended to include single parents of the conjugal unit and spouses
of children and even grandchildren. The Quiché preferred economic autonomy for the
household and there was little shared land beyond the bounds of the extended family, a kin
group of patrilinearly related males who, together with their wives and unmarried daughters,

functioned as a cooperative unit.

While the nuclear family may have been a self-contained unit for the routine business
of subsistence, it was not necessarily the most efficient unit. -Help was only solicited outside
the household for certain rather specific tasks, such as house building and during the heavy
corn planting and weeding season. Collective farming, where land was held and cultivated
jointly by people not necessarily belonging to the same kin group, has long since died out as
a tradition. Nevertheless, a few co-workers may have laboured together during the heavy corn
planting season in cases where the adult male population of the family was small. These
would normally be compadres (fictive kin - co-parent) and selected friends who usually
expected their help to be returned in kind. Women would help each other in a reciprocal
fashion after the birth of a child or when large amounts of food had to be prepared for life

crisis events such as funerals.

As an ideal, there was a clearly separated, but inter-dependent, principle of division

of labour among the sexes in agricultural and houschold tasks; in practice, things were
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another, depending partly on any outside or non agricultural occupation of the husband. Men
and women may be able to do each other’s tasks but normally would not do so unless
absolutely necessary.

The traditional division of labour by sex in subsistence activities ranged from 'nearly
absolute (spheres which define a man and woman) to pragmatic flexibility or
interchangeability.®! In general, men were involved in corn production' and wage labour;
women were involved in the transformaﬁonal processes including the processing of corn,

cooking and the reproduction of children.

In principle, women’s activities centred on and around the home, to which they were
generally confined after marriage. The extent to which this principle was actually followed
varied, depending on, for example, the husband’s propensity towards jealousy or on practical
factors such as widowhood. It was not only a husband who restricted women’s movements:
both men and women disseminated threats about women who wandered far from the house,
unaccompanied by an in-law. Such malicious gossip was a common, veiled form of
aggression (mostly employed by women);* in a face-to-face society such as Emol where
reputation still had some currency, malicious gossip provided a relatively safe means of social

sanction.®

The notion of complementarity (but not necessarily equality) between males and
females is the ideal; the archetype of male-female complementarity is the married couple.
Although, overall, both had control over resources and decision-making rights, the husband
is considered head of the household. Senior men specialize in long-term management of
major capital assets (which are never large), while senior women supervise the day-to-day
administration of the household. Men had the predominant role of breadwinners and
negotiators with the outside, Ladino world. Although they would consult their wives, men’s
voices would be more influential in decisions involving major expenditure. Men did not
interfere with their wives’ decisions when they acted in their capacities as wives. In general,
men were not coercive over women who were acting in accordance with their gender

' prescribed roles; there, women had independence. However, if a woman failed to meet her

expected labour and economic contributions to the household, she might be accused of
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laziness and unceremoniously returned to her parents’ home. Dofia Angela’s first marriage
dissolved when she became sick; when she became too unwell to walk, her in-laws tied her
to a chair and carried her back to her parents’ house, where they left her "de una vez" (once
and for all).

Depending on the sphere of activity, either men or women may have become more
dominant in making decisions, though negotiation and joint decision making occurred in most
spheres. If a man developed a serious alcohol problem, his wife may have had to take over
most decisions, especially if she was the only responsible adult left in the houschold.

However, this was rarely the case before La Violencia.

As far as agricultural labour was concerned, "men take responsibility for maize crop

fertility” (Wilson 1990:136). It was men’s role to make the final decisions on corn planting
, and caring for the milpa (corn fields); the actual work was also regarded as men’s work.
Apart from weeding and gleaning, women only work on the corn fields if a man cannot find
anyone to help with the heavy work of planting or harvesting; this is done as inconspicuously
as possible for fear of ridicule. When asked if they ever helped to plant, women replied, "that
is what we have men for", "no, the women here make the tortillas” and, "no, the women here
are weavers". Wilson’s ethnography on the Q’eqchi’ throws some light on the reasons for
women’s embarrassment: he contends that "there is an overt association between the planting
activity and the human sexual act...men...inseminate the earth (ibid:132)" which he suggests ,
is female gendered while the planting takes place. It then returns to a masculine state. In
Emol, the men also plant one type of beans, frijol de milpa (kunaq’ rech abix), with the
corn;* about six weeks later (when the corn has germinated and the earth’s gender is
masculine again), women plant the frijol de surca (pog’op), using dibble sticks, in the furrows
between the hills of corn. Nevertheless, women’s planting of beans is, perhaps, a modemn
phenomenon in El Quiché; Bunzel observed that women do "nothing whatever” in the fields,
not even the harvesting: "It is against the whole theory of marriage and household economy,
and the relations of men and women for women to have any part in the providing of food"
(1952:53).

Women also planted and were exclusively in charge of the production of secondary

crops which grew in between the milpa and in their vegetable gardens. However, maize is
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the valued food. It was a woman’s role to take the final decisions about the transformational
processes of maize into food and household consumption. They were also in charge of actual
activities around these tasks. According to the Quiché, even if one has eaten a meal of other
foods, one is considered not to have eaten unless once has consumed wa (transformed maize

products: food) from their own home.

Women had the monopoly in food preparation, includihg the lengthy and laborious
process of turning dry, hardened corn kemels into a soft maize dough which was patted into
tortillas and cooked on a griddle. Their transformation of food into edible forms was seen
as integral to the whole subsistence process. Just as women did not normally participate in
maize production, men did not normally help in maize dough preparation. Women’s identity
as grinders was such that even after the introduction of electric corn mills, women preferred

to grind corn with a heavy grinding stone pin and slab because "it tastes better that way".

Women are also responsible for buying, raising and selling domestic livestock (a cow,
a few sheep, a pig, a few turkeys, chickens and rabbits). They collect and prepare zacate
(leaves from the corn crop and cob kernels) for the large animals. Women take their animals
to pasture with a friend who also brings her animals, or with a child or two; they never went
to the pastures alone. Other tasks pertaining to the house included caring for children,
washing clothes, health-care, gathering herbs and wild plants, making cheese and soap (from

pig’s fat, now a more-or-less obsolete practice) and, traditionally, weaving.

Small children remain in their mother’s care because of their dependency on breast
feeding. As children grow older, their fathers become more involved in their moral education
and other decisions concerning their development and contributions to the household. Fathers
usually decide whether children should attend the local school. Girls rarely go to school
although some women try to persuade their husbands to let a daughter attend, the idea being

that this would prevent the girl from remaining monolingual and marginal like herself.

Women had little contact with the outside world which clearly contributed to their
position as conservers of local language, culture and world view; for example, women tended
to be monolingual and wore the traditional clothing (traje) of the municipio whereas men
were often bilingual and wore western clothes. As the primary socializers of young Emol

83



children, women’s influence enhanced the effectiveness of this role, ensuring that children’s
later experiences grew out of an orientation already centred on the distinctly non-Ladino
environments of family, household and community. Wealthier men might speak better
Spanish, travel more often to Ladino market towns, and buy more consumer goods, but
women and children in such households actually had little direct experience of life beyond
the village. Innovations did occur within families, however, because men migrating to the
city were more likely to bring new goods into the household. Changes were introduced
piecemeal and could be slowly accepted by women and children more as local innovations
rather than as an integrated set of new ideas and practices. Emolian women and children
most frequently left the village to work as seasonal labourers on Guatemala’s coffee and

cotton plantations, but there they came into contact with other Indian workers like themselves.

Children provided a supplementary workforce from the age of about six or seven.
Young boys accompanied their father to tend to the fields; they were also sent to herd the
family animals - a cow, a sheep and a goat or two - and to collect firewood. Girls were
expected to help their mothers with household chores such as sweeping the house and
washing. When they were a little older, they assisted with cultivation, grazing animals and
collecting wild plants and small pieces of firewood.

Pragmatism may have encouraged a certain amount of cross-sex training, particularly
if a family had children of only one sex. In such cases, daughters were sometimes recruited
sporadically to help work in the fields; they may have also accompanied their fathers to the
market. Similarly, young sons could be induced to tend a baby, build a fire or tumn tortillas
on the comale (grill). However, major dividing lines for the central subsistence tasks are

rarely breached.

LOCAL MARKETS

Emolian villagers used local marketing as an intimate part of the partial subsistence
economy even during the time of my fieldwork. Marketing in the bi-weekly town market
(and, prior to La Violencia, in other local markets which ceased following massive
kidnappings on market days) gave both men and women the opportunity to exchange a small

excess of locally produced goods for other local goods and imported items from other regions.
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Even though cash was involved, local marketing did not normally increase the "income" of
a household as much as it increased its utility and fulfilment. For most Quiché, the market
was a mode of simple commodity exchange arbitrated by money: if, for example, a woman
needed a bar of soap and some sugar, she would go to the market with a milk product, sell
it, and buy the required goods.

A woman went to market accompanied by her husband or, if he was away working,
with another member of the family; she never went alone. A "good" man would go with one
of his sons to do a week’s shopping with the income he earned. There was no rigid
differentiation between types of product sold by men and women in the local market although
there was a general tendency for men to sell corn and for women to sell garden produce
(beans, vegetables and fruit), livestock (an animal, a chicken or two) or other products
(cheese, trensas or weaving). She kept the money she eamned from selling these products to

buy weaving materials, basic medicines etc.
CONCLUSION

The ideal of complementary on the cosmological level translated into male
subordination of women in every day life: Quiché men are very macho towards women
having absorbed dominant Ladino machismo attitudes. The cultural ideal was for a Quiché
woman to be supported and protected throughout life by a succession of men - father,
brothers, husband, sons (and in the case of divorce or widowhood, father and brothers again
ard then second husband and subsequent sons) - who provide agricultural labour, gastos
(household spending money) and ritual protection by performing costumbre. A woman’s
responsibilities were centred on the household and she was confined to the home, only leaving
itin the company of her husband or another adult male relative. She was unlikely to have
been to school or learnt Spanish (the vast majority of Emolian women are illiterate and
monolingual); conditions were such that her role as conserver of tradition could hardly be

avoided.

The period of rapid change preceding La Violencia led to a blurring of male and
female roles. The increased dependence on wage labour, with its attendant risks and

problems - men’s prolonged absences, the possibility that they may take up with another
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woman, the separation from the land, exposure to Ladino ways - strained the cultural ideal.
It also placed extra burdens on marital relations and on women themselves. La Violencia
skewed gender relations even further, particularly for widows.

S

71.

For example, among the Q’eqchi’; see Wilson 1990:51.
In other areas of Guatemala there are only male aj q’ijs.

This is the most powerful of shamans or ritual specialists. The term aj mes comes
from Spanish mesa (table) which referred to the small wooden altars used by these
shamans in their rituals. In addition to the divinatory powers of the aj q’ij, the aj mes
could summon the spirits and talk with them, usually to ascertain the cause of a
client’s affliction and to define the ritual payments required to allay it.

The principle of complementarity is in evidence at the cosmological level. The gods
appear in the Quiché Popol Vuh (Mayan Counsel Book) not as single entities but as
divine pairs, in female and male couples (Tedlock 1982:72). Duality is viewed as an
essential feature of the living as well as of the Mayan sacred.

cf. Bunzel 1952, Burgos-Debray and Menchd 1984, for descriptions of the Quiché
marriage ritual. Girls who elope are said to be robado (stolen). This term

- encompasses those marriages where only marriage payment is made to the wife’s

household with little or no engagement period or ritual (cf. Bossen 1988 on
bridewealth).

Among Costumbristas it was the role of the aj q’ij (shaman) to admonish the couple
morally and to reassert the marriage norms between the man and woman who rarely
fulfil the ideal of spiritual union. They believed that only way to overcome yabil
(illness) which results from secret desires or actual deeds, was to confess to one’s
spouse and perhaps one’s parents or in-laws, in the presence of the aj q’ij.

Bossen notes that "a transition to high individual cash income upsets the balance of
mutual needs. The higher earning husband begins to feel that his spouse is rather
expendable and that he could easily replace her. He tries to provoke her to leave"
(1978:154). :

cf. Bunzel 1952:131 on the undesirability of female divorcees.

Chimaltecos did not wait much longer than the twenty day ritual period (Wagley
1949:46). This is common in other societies: for example, Hart and Pilling write that
a widow is remarried at her husband’s funeral (1968).
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This is the Quiché word for widows, divorced, separated and abandoned women and |

“ single mothers. In Spanish, different terms are used for widows (viuda), divorced

(divorciada), abandoned (abandonada) and single women with or without children
(soltera).

In villages where women plaited trensas (which would be made into straw hats), I also
saw men doing this work while on patrol duty: they said they do it so as "not to waste
time". It is pertinent that cane work used to be men’s work at a time when women
were still weavers.

It was also claimed that women may also poison their husband’s food.

Another form of indirect violence which pre-dated La Violencia was witchcraft
(brujeria), a mode of violence resorted to by both men and women alike. See chapter
10.

Semen is associated with corn seed, not beans.
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-Plate 3;

Woman in a town of southern Quiché
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Chapter 4

LA VIOLENCIA

The period of rural terror referred to as La Violencia lasted from 1978 to 1985.
Nominally, it was a confrontation between military and guerrilla forces. From the military’s
point of view, it was a battle against communism, against an armed and dangerous menace
within; guerrilla terror needed to be met with counter-terror. However, despite constant
government rhetoric that the army’s purpose was to defend la patria (the state) against alien
enemy forces and ideas (not unarmed civilians), the military onslaught reflected state paranoia
and hostility towards an ideologically selected scapegoat: the Indian. This became
increasingly explicit as La Violencia progressed. Thus, though guerrillas were the initial
targets of the counter-insurgency campaign, the boundaries of this category expanded to
include ever increasing numbers of (predominantly Indian) people within the victim category.
Eventually, the armed forces turned their attention to innocent but "potentially dangerous”
civilians.! This resulted in La Violencia, state violence against the indigenous population
which assumed genocidal proportions. This is not a new phenomenon, but its most brutal

expression to date.

La Violencia reached its peak between 1981-83 under General Lucas Garcfa’s rule and
that of his successor, president Efrafn Rfos Montt, crushing armed resistance and seriously
weakening the guerrilla forces. At its height, members of all sectors of society were
vulnerable to random bullets and bombs. No-one felt safe because the killings became
increasingly random; the death of innocent villagers, including women and children became

almost routine.
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THE COURSE OF LA VIOLENCIA

The counterinsurgency war began with the successful routing of (mostly non-Indian)
guerrilla forces in eastern Guatemala in the 1960s. The structural transformations culminating
in the 1960s-1980s (see Reyes 1986; Smith 1990b) had a profound effect upon Indians’ self-
conception (Arias 1990) and became the basis for the vast Indian uprising in the late 1970s
and early 1980s (Jonas 1991). The Indians had organized into catechist and campesino
(popular movement) groups which were seen by the government as the main source of
guerrilla support (other supporters included urban intellectuals and poor Ladino peasants).
The rebellion developed within village religious structures, despite the revolutionary
movement’s explicit marxism. The violent repression directed at Catholics, co-operative
leaders, improvement directors and members of popular organizations began in 1976; in El
Quiché, the repression began in Ixil country in north El Quiché and soon extended south to
the municipios of Chichicastenango and Santa Cruz. The guerrillas responded by taking

selective action against army sympathizers.

Following Garcfa’s election in 1978, the government appears to have decided to
prevent revolutionary forces from prevailing in Guatemala (as they did in Nicaragua;
Anastasio Samoza fell in 1979), no matter what the cost. Garcfa reactivated the counter-
insurgency apparatus in 1978 and used it to quell all real or perceived’ opposition to the

government throughout his four years in power.

The first Emolian to be killed by the army died in 1979, the year the military began

to terrorize Indians. One man told me:

They falsely claimed that he was one of the captains in charge of the
guerrilla and they burnt him alive to make an example of him.

Tactics also included locking Indians inside churches and threatening them with
assassination should they continue talking about "injustices". From 1980, the villages of El
Quiché endured wholesale bombing and burning and selective and mass kidnappings.
Widespread killing, using a scorched earth policy, began in El Quiché, Chichicastenango and

Alta Verapaz in 1981, then spread to other areas. The army set fire to houses, schools, health
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centres, churches and crops; stole or killed livestock; maimed and raped® women. The
symbolism implied in the army’s choice of property on which to aim their attacks and their
mode of committing violence upon Indian people was probably not coincidental. Destruction
of property - especially agricultural assets or domestic property of practical or sentimental
value - has a significance "deeper than vandalism" (Clayton 1991:3).

The state controlled anti-terrorist machinery assumed a life of its own. Death squads
became autonomous units, taking full initiative in seeking out victims. Clandestine* detention
camps and cemeteries were established, as were installations to house and torture the

kidnapped. As one man told me, the "tradition of death” had begun.

After the 1981 army crack down, Catholic organizations helped the Indians to fight
back. Apart from the campesino organizations, which they had helped to set up, the catechist
programme was the only existing supra-community social organization among the Quiché;
catechist courses became the only venues in which Quichés from different villages could
formally gather to discuss important issues. For exactly these reasons, Bruneau (1979:225)
says that Christian base communities are the "seed bed for popular initiative under

authoritarian regimes".

In the second half of 1981 and continuing into 1982, the guerrilla mounted major
attacks. In Chichicastenango, the police station was attacked by the Guerrilla Army of the
Poor (EGP) and four policemen were killed; the town hall was blown up. In the middle of
the year, in Santa Cruz, the town guerrilla unit blew off the tower of the govemor’s
administration building; other guerrilla units blew up roads leading in and out of the town,
sometimes trenching them to stop traffic flow and painting "Viva EGP" on the paved
highways. At the end of the year, a force of 500 was said to have attacked the Santa Cruz
military base; in early 1982, guerrillas blew up the Santa Cruz electrical transmission tower,
leaving the town in darkness for four hours. The army increased its presence by moving in

more troops and vehicles, and regained control of the roads around Santa Cruz.

The army clamped down even further in 1982: the plan was to terrorize Indian
populations and separate them from the guerrilla troops. The category "enemy of the state”

broadened to include anyone who might be susceptible to subversion: villages no longer
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needed to be suspected of guerrilla sympathies to be attacked. The existence of developed
local institutions such as cooperatives and schools was sufficient reason to fall foul of what
one missionary described as "the army’s ’preventative’ measures”. In the army’s view, such
advanced villages were potential guerrilla sympathizers and this was enough to warrant their
destruction; the state supported this view, visualising non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
as an armed force acting with guerrilla organizations in attempt to disturb the status quo.
Thus the repression wiped out NGO-trained health workers; teachers, promotores,’ | clergy,
catechists and lay church workers we;e targeted because of their influence and leadership role
within communities. As a consequence, many programmes curtailed their work or withdrew
from Guatemala in the early 1980s (Davis and Hodson 1982).

Catechists were labelled "communists” not only because of the liberation theology that
many preached but because the peasant leagues and co-operatives they had established were
considered a threat to the state and the landed oligarchy who depended on an Indian labour
force. They were murdered wholesale. Survivors of army attacks told of catechists being
garrotted, hanged from trees, chopped to pieces with machetes or locked into churches and
burnt to death.

Beginning in 1981, after the destruction, civil society was re-organized along military
lines (cf. Smith 1990a & b). The first step was the institution of a military presence
throughout the country-side. Previously, the army had been concentrated in four urban bases;
today it has major bases in each of Guatemala’s twenty-two departments and garrisons in
almost all towns with over 10,000 inhabitants. Smaller military camps or squadrons remain
permanent fixtures in rural areas of highland municipios where insurgent groups made (and

continue to make) their presence known.

The army programmatically reformulated norms, reconstituting the basis of society
with concepts of order conceived in military terms. The army represented itself as an entity
composed of superior men, entrusted with the duty of protecting the "father-land” from
foreign and, particularly, domestic enemies. As part of its pacification plan, the army has
attempted to restructure and reprogramme Indian communities. Obligatory civil patrols,
development poles, model villages, strategic re-education camps, penetration roads, and the

encouragement of evangelical proselytizing, are all part of the army’s overall plan to
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undermine the Indian community and to assert the dominance of "the national identity" (Barry
1989:112).°

The creation of the vigilante system (the civil patrols)’ in 1982 (see Chapter 5) under
Rios Montt’s government, was intended as the last phase in the plan to obliterate unarmed
resistance. Military commissioners (ex-soldiers who were paid to assist the army in further
recruitment® and to act as spies) often helped the army to organize "voluntary" patrols in their
communities (Smith 1990b:272). The civil patrols undermined all community power
structures and added to military auﬂxoﬁty, allowing them the control of interpersonal
relationships which had previously eluded them. At its peak the vigilante system incorporated
over 10% of the country’s total population® under military supervision. The advent of the
civil patrols brought a pernicious twist to the violence, as villagers were forced to kill each
other:' from 1982 to 1984, public village massacres and other atrocities were carried out
by patrols acting on the orders of their jefes. Military violence and destruction did not cease
with the introduction of the patrols; the deployment of terror by security forces and their
esbirros (henchmen) continued to be unpredictable.

It is estimated that at the height of La Violencia (1981-83), 15,000 people were
"disappeared" and at least 90,000 were killed" (excluding Guatemala City)(GVIS);'? three
of the:, country’s twenty two provinces accounted for 25,000 adult deaths (Carmack 1988:7).
The highest number of deaths was in the province of El Quiché (GVIS),"* which bore the
brunt of mostly military but also some guerrilla attacks. Although I have no figures for total
population loss in southern El Quiché, a 48% population shortfall has been estimated for the
hardest hit area, the Ixil triangle in north El Quiché (Stoll 1992:4).

My data on the extent of the war in El Quiché are fragmentary; information is
generally concealed, often kept under lock and key. Informants report that the army killed
people in most of the municipios of Santa Cruz and Chichicastenango and in every Emol
hamlet. People would arrive at a village after a massacre and find no one alive in sight; in
one instance, people came under fire when transporting forty bodies to the mortuary. The
number of deaths attributed to any one army unit during this period ranged from one to one

14

hundred. A member of the voluntary fire brigade (bomberos voluntarios),* set up

specifically to recover the numerous corpses strewn across the countryside, told me:
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The numbers of bodies began with one or two, steadily increasing to
fifteen. Eventually massacres of a hundred at a time were taking place
in the villages. These included women, children and babies.

During the same period in Chichicastenango, government firemen collected over 1,300
bodies; a more realistic estimate of the numbers killed would be 4,000 out of a population
of 35,000 while the number of "disappeared” is inestimable. Reported deaths in Santa Cruz
for the same two years totalled 4,077, of which 2,020 were recorded as "unnatural” deaths.
Both figures are probably too low (Carmack 1988:56), not only because of army attempts to
conceal the atrocities but also because many deaths were not reported: many people denied
that relatives had been killed because they were afraid that such a revelation would imply that
they, too, were "subversives". According to human rights organizations,” there were 54
massacres in El Quiché during 1982 alone. Carmack estimates that Santa Cruz and adjacent
communities lost at least 10% of their Indian population, excluding those who left their

settlements (1988:57). In Emol over a thousand people were killed in just one year.

Less obvious forms violence, including symbolic and psycho-logical ones, have the
effect of re-victimization. Recent sophisticated tactics are intended to perpetuate terror
through, for example, constantly creating situations which bring to mind memories of past
events. Deep in the country’s interior, "army psychological-operation teams show videos
about the threat of communist *delinquents’ and *terrorists’ to Indians who, having never seen

television before, are more mesmerized by the medium than the message” (Barry, 1989:5).¢

Further north (in the Ixil triangle), "model villages" and other concentrated
resettlement villages were set up between 1983 and 1985 as part of the army’s pacification
programme to regiment the population and keep them away from the guerrillas. Since 1986,
when a "democratic" government replaced the military regime, other forms of colonizing,

homogenizing and domesticating Indians have been deployed.

La Violencia was predominantly a rural experience; killings in the towns and cities
were somewhat selective. Foucault’s (1979) model explains the historical shift in European

social control from focus on the "body" to the "soul". In Guatemala, the process would seem

94



to be in reverse, reverting to the conquest period in that La Violencia involved the physical
anhilation of thousands of people. Ironically the people that Foucault (ibid.) identifies as
representing the "soul" - including attorneys, members of human rights groups working on
behalf of the "disappeared”, students and labour organizers'’ - are specifically targeted'®
by the military.

CHARACTERISTICS OF LA VIOLENCIA

La Violencia is characterized by invisible webs of causation. The public construction
of a suspected subversive by the state, through the performance of political assassination,
creates personifying imagery of the origins of violence and disorder. The occasional arrest
by the military envisions the "subversive" in order to process this juridical object through
various systems of banishment and obliteration that include breaking the suspect under
interrogation, imprisonment, and covert assassination. This construction of the stigmatized
(the subversive), which was sometimes rhetoricized, and the creation of an immanent doom
around this object, functions as an imagery of contamination through which the

counterinsurgency forces predetermine the legitimacy of army operations.

La Violencia was relentless and unavoidable. It comprised two types of violence: the
visible and the invisible. Overt violence consisted of burning and bombing villages, a tactic
called "operation cinders" within the army; it was also referred to as a "clean up" of a group
the army portrayed as less than human: the guerrilla. Visible violence also consisted of public
executions, massacres which addressed no one but were an end in themselves, intended to
completely efface the identities of individuals and populations. The government made no
secret of some of its violent actions: it wanted to terrorize the rural population, which it

viewed as subversive.

Invisible violence was covertly performed by clandestine organizations belonging to
both the army and the security forces, although the military (and the government) disclaimed

any involvement in their atrocities. Victims simply "disappeared”, leaving a silent space.

Invisible and visible forms of violence seemed to aim for completeness and silence

on the one hand and brutal suppression on the other. This is revealed with ruthless clarity
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in atrocities comprising both types of violence: a common example is the dumping of

mutilated bodies in public places following unwitnessed abductions and secret murders.

Anonymity was another controlling mechanism. Whilst some bodies were identified,
most were not. Many had been transported from elsewhere, stripped naked'? and disfigured:
bodies were frequently described as having been tortured (forturado) or bearing the signs of
torture (sefiales de tortura)® including fire and acid bums, stake insertions, ﬂayéd skin,
mutilated genitals and amputations. Sense organs were a common target of both symbolic
and literal assault: ears and tongues were cut out, eyes gouged or burnt out. This was a
- potent meta-message: all sense is attacked, leaving the population without "sense”, without

the means to perceive, reason, criticize, or, most crucially, name the guilty.

Many bodies were placed openly in towns, on farms, to evoke terror among the local
population. Corpses were found in deep gullies, rivers or clandestine graves. Certain liminal
places became regular dumping grounds, particularly crossroads, river banks and roadsides.

The scene was depicted by two villagers:

The bodies were dumped at the crossroads which lead to several
villages...they were not from here...we did not know where they came
from, nor do we know when they were dumped. Many of them would
appear just like that, usually in the morning. They were like the trees

~ that the army had cut down and lined up along the road [to facilitate
military movements in the wooded highlands]. They were in such a
state, all mutilated, with their tongues and genitalia missing, sometimes
in the nude. Many were not from here; we could see that when they
still had bits of clothes on.

It was terrible...there were dead all around. Since we could not bury
them® the dogs ate them. They carried bits of them round in their
mouths...the dogs were fat in those days...Everyone saw the dead in this
state...The dogs were so used to secing the dead that one day one went
for the arm of a man who was stone cold drunk and it almost
dislocated his arm before he was roused.

Perpetrators were also often anonymous, desconocidos (unknown people), many of
whom were non-uniformed security forces (death squads). Yet it seems that during the worst

period of La Violencia, villagers were not always sure which side was doing the killing and,

96



in cases of unwitnessed abduction or killing, evidence of culpability was indeed sometimes
flimsy. However, villagers’ uncertainty probably reflects a reluctance to attribute blame for

fear of retaliation.

Psychological techniques were also used. In 1981, for example, Toj Medrano, leader
of the Comité Unidad de Campesinos (CUC) and radio announcer, was captured by the army
and imprisoned in the capital. He was given "repressive treatment” and forced to broadcast
ant-revolutionary messages over the radio. He was then flown by helicopter over the villages
of Chichicastenango and Santa Cruz and forced to use a loadhailer to tell the so-called
guerrillas "that the struggle is useless”. The army professed to have let him go after "re-
orientating” him to act as their informant. The man who told me this story said Medrano

escaped:

[He] continued to work as a liberator of the people, as one of the
original four surviving members of the original forty founding members
of the CUC.

Considering that Carmack (1988) was told that Medrano was kidnapped (in May 1980)
and found dead the next day with his hands tied and skull crushed, this can be seen as part
of the villagers’ myth making, providing the grains of hope essential for resilience.

La Violencia was also characterized by the suppression of religious practice, a counter-
insurgency practice designed to stifle all communal organizations which are not integrated
into the army. In their first days of training, according to one ex-soldier, young Indian

recruits were told most vehemently, "God does not exist, only the army".

Traditionalist Maya-Quiché religion was also suppressed. In some villages, the local
religious confraternities (cofradia) virtually disappeared; their position had already been
seriously weakened before La Violencia began. Some cofradia in Chichicastenango closed
their houses altogether while others remained open for restricted hours so that people could

still visit the saints.”> Shamans were also severely restricted in their ability to practice.

Predominantly Catholic communities came under heaviest bombardment; many people

converted to protestantism as a pragmatic survival strategy as this religion was aligned with
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the army.” Even so, villages such as Emol (60% of whose inhabitants are now Protestant)
remain "criminalized" for having had a high proportion of catechists, as I discovered during
my fieldwork (1988-90). One day I told a man from Santa Cruz that I was going to Emol:
"Oh", he replied, "the village of the guerrilla”.

In 1980 after the assassination of several priests and the threatening of another, the
Bishop of Quiché ordered religious to abandon the diocese (Carmack ibid:45).# Dozens of
churches and parish houses in El Quiché were appropriated by the army for use as local
garrisons in which the military would torture prisoners in order to "punish” them or extract

information about the "organizers".

The military created insecurity through the destruction of private life (see chapter 5).
Situations were created in which people could not trust anything or anyone, thereby eating
into the social fabric at numerous points, poisoning or brcaking' down relationships of
sdlidarity. One of the ultimate effects of terror is the destruction of networks of stable
expectations which lie at the core of any set of organized human relationships. All kinds of
crucial social relationships will dissolve if everyone in a society is marked as an actual or

conceivable miscreant.

THE GUERRILLA
¢—  Supporters and Sympathizers

The guerrilla strongholds were in the rural areas; Arias (1990) claims that the vast
majority of CUC militants joined the guerrilla organization, dissolving CUC. In the hope of
improving their lives, people in the highlands organized spontaneously along either class or

| ethnic lines but without any type of ideological guidelines (ibid). Among the Q’eqchi’,
frustration of development led to mobilization (Wilson 1990). Others, such as Rigoberta
Menchii (see Burgos-Debray and Menchi 1984), suggest that army massacres galvanized her
people to revolutionary militancy. Some peasants were radicalized by their participation in
CUC to the point at which open declaration of war was made was in May 1978 following the
massacre at Panzés in Alta Verapaz of seven hundred Q’eqchi’ Indians who peacefully
protested against eviction from their land.® Other large scale killings, such as the massacre

in the Spanish embassy in January 1980, and the assassination of leaders such as the Indian
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Mayor of Santa Cruz in 1981, pushed many Indians into joining the guerrillas. Many Indians
had joined the popular movement because of its Christian perspective (see chapter 2) but

these events served to radicalize them.

One Quiché man told me that after the Spanish embassy massacre?® in which a man
from Emol died, the people from Emol "began to work" (they began to fight back) directly
or indirectly by, for instance, providing the guerrillas with food, clothes and occasional
shelter. Arias claims that between "250,000 and 500,000 highland people participated in the
war in 611e form or another" (1990:255). From the safety of exile, someone told Carmack
(1988) that after 1980, more than one thousand Indians from Santa Cruz alone joined the
guerrillas:”

These and many others recruited from surrounding communities were
organized, trained, and armed by the Guerrilla Army of the Poor
(EGP),” the organization that for ten years had been operating in the
northern part of the department of El Quiché (ibid:56).

At its peak, the organization had seven frentes (fronts) including two in southern El
Quiché; consisting of 6-8,000 armed men and half a million active supporters. The guerrillas
apparently had strong support in some areas (see Carmack 1988, Smith 1990b). "Paramilitary
organizations, forms of self-defence, were organized to provide food and clothing for the
permanent [mostly EGP] guerrilla units whose members were mostly Indians with relatives
in various villages. Indians also began to collaborate in large military operations” (Smith
1990b:255). In others areas the infrastructure was less established and arms scarce (only a
few antique rifles), so few supporters actually became active aggressors. Generally, villages
under guerrilla control had traps (staked pits) along their boundaries; people were instructed

in the placement of sentries and the planning of escape routes into the canyons and forests.

The scale of military repression made guerrillas desperate for new recruits. They
visited the Indian villages, attempting to elicit their support (Carmack 1988). An old man
from Chichicastenango told a U.S. reporter that guerrillas would arrive in the village centres,
call the population together, and state their case. According to the Indian, no probletﬂs arose

if people listened quietly: "but if you object to something then they will come to your house
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at night and kill you. His daughter...spoke out and was killed by the guerrillas” (ibid:59).

Coercive strategies were sometimes used but conscription was unheard of.

Carmack (ibid.) suggests that the majority of the hamlets in the isolated mountainous
zones of Santa Cruz and Chichicastenango harboured guerrillas. However, support in
southern Quiché was never as great as in the north, especially among the "Communities of
Population in Resistance"; but neither did ordinary villagers express their position as forcibly

as the Ixils, who referred to their position as "between two fires" (Stoll 1992).

I have few details regarding guerrilla military action in the area of where I worked;
it was also difficult for me to assess the degree of the support for the insurgent forces,
especially many years later. I was always apprehensive about asking too much about this
subject which caused obvious discomfort and fear among my interlocutors, whose survival
had been partly due to their diplomacy. I got the impression that the men who may have
been militants were dead. A few had fled the community and even when I tracked one man
in Guatemala city, I was still unsure if he had been part of the popular or revolutionary

movement.

Most people denied that anyone became a guerrilla (in the sense of carrying arms)
because they were afraid, with good reason. Part of the difficulty was that the army had tried
to create the impression of potential, if not actual, total support for the guerrillas and had
apparently convinced itself, by its indiscriminate reprisals, that all Indians were subversives.
Indian villagers told me that they themselves were still unsure how widespread support for
the guerrillas had been/was. Most, being fearful, told me that they knew of very few
guerrillas and most of those had now left the village or had sold out to the army.

Some people ventured to tell me that they had been "organized”, a general expression
which, when used by men, indicates that they belonged to either a popular organization, trade
union or guerrilla group. They were either afraid to specify which or just did not make the
. distinction between, say, CUC and the EGP (women were more likely to conflate the two).
Others flatly denied that they had belonged to the guerrilla or that the guerrilla even came to
the village:
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The people do not believe what the army say as they accuse them of
being guerrillas, CUC was here and they are not guerrillas, for they do
not carry guns.

Others led me to believe that the most villagers did to support guerrillas was to supply
food and shelter. According to one villager, there were around a dozen active sympathizers
in any one hamlet; it appeared that they carried out propaganda, training and attacks in other
areas not in their own village. However, I received conflicting reports: some people told me
that guerrillas from other municipios carried out military actions in the area and then left;
others told me that local guerrillas carried out actions (such as blowing up bridges) if not in
their own village, then in nearby towns. Some people said that guerrillas from outside
brought good guns which they left with locals; others said that local guerrillas were never
armed with more than the antique hunting rifles used to shoot birds. Guerrillas from one
village were also said to come to the aid of people from other villages who were being
attacked by the army. For example, when the village of Chupol in the municipio of
Chichicastenango was attacked in March 1982, Indians from Santa Cruz Quiché were
apparently among the guerrillas trying to aid the Chupol victims: "the guerrillas fired at the
helicopters as they flew by" (Carmack 1988:59). An Indian woman from Chupol told him:

[A] group of young people who belonged to the guerrillas helped us to
organize the departure and calmed us down and told us to trust them,
that they would help us. (op. cit)

Participation in the organizations aligned to either the left or right was not equal

among communities. One woman told me:

There were two groups here [in her village], those who wanted to learn
[about equality etc.] and those who didn’t because they were afraid.

One reason for the unequal distribution was that the Ligd Campesina. was taken over
by CUC (after 1978) which, in turn, was taken over by the EGP (after 1980), an organization
which was heavily influenced by the catechists: not all villages had the same distribution of
religions. Sometimes families were split over the issue of incorporation into the successive

movements.
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Men and women were not equally represented in the popular and guerrilla movements.
Because of a gender barrier which separates male and female activities and obstructs women
from extra-community relations, women are generally less susceptible than men to outside
influences and the new cosmology of the catechists or, later, by guerrilla ideology (or, later
still, military propaganda); all of these discourses were more directed at men.® Many
women had not known what a guerrilla was when the army accused them of being one; only
a few became involved, at least with the popular movement, and even then not for reasons
of ideological commitment. Some women were persuaded by friends and relatives to go to

the meetings without knowing what exactly they were about.

Women who joined were usually young, single catechists who had become politicised
through the teachings they received. Older women were politicized and pushed into
participating in the lucha (struggle) as a result of their experiences (witnessing the murder of
their menfolk, suffering disappearances, rapes and other violations). However, women gave
me the impression that mostly men were involved in the popular movement up to the early
1980s. One woman pérsuaded her husband and son to join the organization because she had
been attracted to the teachings about equality between Ladinos and Indians and the "delivery
of the word of God".>® There were also attractions in terms of promises of material benefits,

especially land and higher wages.

Current views of the guerrilla

Many of the subversive "crimes", if actually committed at all, were "wrong" only
when viewed from the perspective of the state’s interest in social control. While the
government authorities and their newspapers generally succeeded in stigmatizing subversives
as evil through and through, members of local communities often supported their underground
activities. Local residents oftén perceived the subversives (who were sometimes their
relatives or neighbours) to have;sz/fess than threatening presence in the village and even felt
protected by them. |

There was no consistent opinion about the guerrilla forces among the people with
whom T spoke. People’s perception and opinion of these forces varied over time and,

perhaps, in different contexts, when talking to different people and so on. In general,
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however, people who had previously perceived the guerrillas positively now tended to see

them more negatively.

Despite the processes of condensation and association typical of memory, the majority
of subjects clearly distinguish between the early and later guerrilla periods (with a
corresponding changing view of the old and new army).*! At first what was seen as offering
a millenarian future was, retrospectively, viewed by some as engafio (deception). Other
people, including some who had been involved at the time, said that the guerrilla only came
to fregar (bother) them. People more susceptible to army propaganda likened the guerrilla

to coyotes, deceiving villagers.

Some people felt let down by the EGP because it had not fulfilled its promises of a
"new law", a new social order to end exploitation and ethnic discrimination. Indeed,
according to some, the guerrillas ran off with their guns when the villagers were bombarded
by the army. People who are more politically aware attribute failure more accurately to the
overpowering army onslaught followed by the militarization of the countryside. I found such

opinions more common among men.

Many people spoke about the forces in general terms for certain ordeals remained
outside of personal family discourse. If a family member was a guerrilla, families preferred
not to talk about this in specific terms but elected to be silent. In only one case did anyone
(a non-Emolian) admit to me that a member of their family was a guerrilla. Usually the
perception of heroism vis-a-vis guerrillas was blocked by the discourse of the family at home.
This was not because families felt anger and frustration because they had fought without
achieving the promised millenarian dreams but, rather, because they did not want to admit

that they had ever been involved.

Women spoke about their romanticized image of the left-wing forces, or, as they

called them, the "organized", in general terms. Dofia Lydia’s statement reflects this:

They had many good ideas and they spoke of equality. They spoke
really well and raised people’s consciousness, making us aware of how
we worked for the benefit of the rich and not ourselves...But then they
disappeared like the spirits do.
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Voicing such an opinion, however, is unusual: most people will not admit to having
any positive opinion about the guerrilla. It is more usual to hear analogous stories told via
dreams; for example, one woman dreamt of soldiers coming into her house and-everyone
abandoning her, leaving her alone to face them. She explained to the soldiers that her visitors

were teachers (organized men were said to teach less learned villagers) who had "not been

doing anything wrong".

Gradations of guerrillaness

The villagers’ concept of the "guerrilla” was no more an absolute than the military’s.
However, gradations were along different axes: one could be more, or less, of a guerrilla and

 therefore more, or less, dangerous.

Many people fled temporarily but usually only men known to be at risk of selective
attack - they may have learnt that they were on "the list" or a family member may have been
kidnapped or killed - fled for any length of time. However, a few complete families did leave
the village.” Fleeing villagers sought safety for themselves and their families in the relative
anonymity of urban or coastal areas; the choice often depended on the presence of family or
like-minded friends with whom they could seek refuge. People working on the coast, who
received word of the situation at home, just did not return. But such displaced people were
hunted down by army intelligence people, kidnapped and killed by plainécfotlled army
personnel who picked them up off the street or by death squads who gunned them down (see
Chapter 5). A few families fled over the border into Mexico.

People who left were generally the most resourceful, both in terms of material wealth
and connections. The freedom to move was facilitated by the creation of an identity which
could withstand the abandonment of the land. The construction of the self as someone who
would survive was also a highly significant factor: some people were convinced of their

innocence and that therefore the ancestors would protect them.

The further afield one fled from the village, and the longer the period of refuge, the

more of a guerrilla one would be perceived to be. Anyone who fled the village was suspected

104



of being a guerrilla and those who never ran accused those who left even for a short period

of being a guerrilla. One woman told me:

One man from Emol left during the worst part of La Violencia. He
went to work on the coast. He did not return for two years. During
this time his family, his wife and children did not know if he was dead
or alive. He came back after amnesty was called but was not among
those who were killed [by the jefes]. Now, because he left, people say
that he is a guerrilla...

Those who did not go far or remained outside of villagesfor a short time said that
people who went further afield or stayed away longer were guerrillas. But when those who
went far and remained there for a long time returned, they said that the real guerrillas were
those who remained in the mountains. This ranking may have been partly due to people’s
hopes of saving their own skins by "passing the buck".* Some qualification needs to be
made about this, however. Sometimes families became separated when some members were
forced down from the mountains; such returnees would not refer to family members who
remained behind as "guerrillas". An exception to this is the case of an abandoned wife whose

husband had taken on another woman in the mountains.

The idea of being "more" guerrilla implies being more "other" and therefore more
dangerous. The Guatemalan identity is, among other things, conventionally tied to one’s
place and, through being displaced, one is more exposed to "otherness”. Displaced people
who return are thus seen as frightening even if they were not aséociated with being guerrillas.

However they invariably are.

MEANING AND REPRESENTATIONS OF LA VIOLENCIA

Quiché defence mechanisms and recourses to_justice

There is no concept of violence per se in the Quiché language. The act of inflicting
physical harm on another person is, instead, described using specific verb forms which
contain the type of instrument or the body part with which pain is inflicted within the
meaning of their action. The violent act involves two specific persons, mediated by a specific
type of object, for example, "he gave him a hand" (he slapped or hit him), "he gave him a
foot" (he kicked him), "he struck him with a stick”, "he cut him with a machete" bounded by
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a mutual understanding of place. The classification of violence according to the object
extends to insults or violence perpetrated via "painful” words (c’ax tak tzij). The meanings
of violence stretch to physical hurt which is enacted by words. Their execution has to be
deduced from their ultimate result: the calamity, injury or death of the recipient.

The understanding of aggression (and the terms used to describe it) were not of course
limited to physical violence. Long before La Violencia, the world surrounding the Quiché
contained physical violence caused by war, natural disasters and the banal physical intrusion
of death; constant potential aggression also stemmed from their cultural constructions of the
supernatural world (see chapter 9). The latter was full of undesirable beings. Furthermore,
the ordinary and mundane tensions that life in a village or in a neighbourhood necessarily
entail may lead to accusations and suspicions of witchcraft, the ultimate manifestation of an
unspoken, hushed, if not hidden aggression. Beyond direct physical aggression and beyond
the more subtle operations of witchcraft, acts of violence could still be perpetrated between
living human beings even in abstentia. This might include a person who, at night, has
transformed into a win (sce chapter 9) being overpowered by the devil resulting in his death
within seven days®”. Quiché people normally see themselves the victims rather than as
perpetrators, an ideological perception perhaps reflecting, in part, the different experiences of
colonial domination to which the Quiché have been submitted.

However, unlike forms of aggression such as witchcraft against which a shaman could
perform rituals of protection, the present repression (like the violence during the Conquest)
was enforced on a people who were unequipped with institutions to enable them to counteract
it. Quiché society during La Violencia was devoid of suitable mechanisms for defence: they
were unarmed, had no military organization or cult of violence. Relations of solidarity were
based on diffuse exchange relations between households and centred on religious grounds and
the fertility of corn rather than military solidarity. The Quiché-Maya people, while attached
to locality, did not have a strong sense of community as a whole, but only in pockets; society
is household based with the supposition that husbands sow corn and women transform it into
edible forms and reproduce. They are traditionally a passive people vis-a-vis outsiders,
accustomed to being subordinated to Ladinos, a way of being that has been internalized; they
are not geared to political action. The role of victim is familiar to them and, in the present

violence, they have been re-victimized.
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Among the Quiché, traditional expectations of "just" behaviour do not involve taking
the law into one’s own hands; retaliation through direct violence is rare (unless the injured
party is drunk). In cases of violation of justice, the Quiché had recourse to the village
authorities, who would attempt to rectify the problem through legal means (the town mayor
[alcalde] would refer serious cases to the mayor of the provincial capital), or to a witch or
sorcerer (brujo) if they sought retaliation® Killing is traditionally regarded as an
illegitimate response and is deplored; retribution is said to be in the hands of ancestors (or
God), who are seen to settle matters either by sending illness or death to the guilty party or
his/her children or by destroying their goods (such as their maize crop).

La Violencia had an immediate impact, severely disrupting authority patterns
established in early colonial times. These had remained virtually unchanged until the recent
catechist intrusions, which may have facilitated the replacement of local authority by one
based on violence (and memories of violence). The judicial system became non functional
and people were left with no procurable mode for settling scores. During La Violencia,
however, some people learned to redress wrongs and exact retribution through denouncing
their enemies (enemigos) to the army as subversives or, less commonly, to the guerrilla as

army spies (orejag ears).

The Cleavage of Time and Space

Historical time has been split apart by La Violencia and this is reflected in people’s
speech. The period of intense violence is used by many Quiché as a temporal marker - before
La Violencia, during La Violencia, after La Violencia. Thus the term La Violencia suggests
a discrete period which is now over: it is as much a euphemism as more oblique expressions
such as aquel tiempo (that distant time) which are employed in an attempt to relegate them
to the past, by declaring that, like the Spanish conquistadores (conquerors), they were "things
of another time". In reality, however, the violence continues as some people acknowledge:
"la verdad es que La Violencia siempre se mantiene" (the truth is that the violence always
continues).”” What differentiates "after La Violencia" from current violence is its intensity

and degree.
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Men were usually more likely to be aware than women of the unprecedented scale of
violence as historical fact. Several men made analogies between this period of violence and
the Spanish invasion. The scale and pervasiveness of the disaster led more than one observer
to call attention to the parallels between the Spanish conquest of the Quiché and the
Guatemalan army’s current military "counter-insurgency” programme. To the Quiché, the
Spanish Conquest has never lost its contemporary relevance.’® Historical sources (Remesal
1932, Juarros 1981, Ximénez 1929, Las Casas 1909 and Estrada Monroy 1979) indicate that
the military massacres of the 1980s were worse than those committed by the conquistadores.
Wars in between were seen to be of lesser intensity and were not considered comparable in
this respect. When I asked people if they had used the expression La Violencia to refer to

previous episodes of violence, the answer was invariably negative.

The term La Violencia suggests that the Quiché see this particular period of violence
as something different from past clashes between insurgent and counter-insurgent forces. La
Violencia stands out as the violence because the scale of the counter-insurgency forces exceed
that of the remembered past; the disruption to people’s lives exceeded anything they
previously knew or experienced. La Violencia was a time when blood was said to run in

“torrents (chorros), a time of intense fear and panic when people frequently ran from soldiers,
when they did not think but were like mindless zombies with their eyes to the ground, trying
to survive. It was a time of pervasive surveillance and monitoring (referred to as the control),
when markets closed and the squares were deserted; when people did not plant their milpa
(corn fields) and the fields were said to look like the wild countryside (puro monte); of
scarcity and hunger, with only fortillas and salt to eat and only water to drink.” I was told
it was a time when brother fought brother, sons fought fathers and killings occurred between

spouses. The end of the world, as forecast in the bible, had arrived.

People indicated that the beginning of La Violencia was marked by a specific event,

although not everyone cites the same one. For example, one Emolian woman said:

It all began in 1980 when two judiciales*® murdered two men and
then pilfered houses. The five people were taken from their house at
night, one night after another. From that time onwards the villagers
were terrified. People moved from their houses if they were on the
road-side or further in land. When the army came everyone fled into
the ravines. Some remained on the coast where they had been
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working. ' Others fled there, to Guatemala City or to the capital of
the department. Those who were already on the coast working simply
did not return. Many of these were subsequently "disappeared”, for the
informers (orejas)? pointed them out to the forces with the
implication that they had been organized.

Other people marked the beginning of La Violencia in a local, personalized way,
attributing the initial incident to a desconocido, a person in disguise; one woman told me that
it began with the kidnappihg of her own husband from his bed. A few people said La
Violencia began when some villagers were killed by the guerrillas, non-locals who carried out
their "task" and left; people who mentioned these events indicated that they had occurred prior
to the violent military action of the late 1970s. However, for the majority of Emolians, the
beginning of La Violencia is marked by army atrocities.

People lived under conditions of uncertainty and violence for several years. Villagers
took it in turns to watch for signs of attack. The church bell was always rung when the army
approached, although sometimes soldiers descended without warning. Encircling a village
was the most common counterinsurgency technique; the soldiers closed in, throwing grenades
and bombs as the people fled in panic. Villagers fled to the canyons where they would
remain for days, sometimes months, at a time. Highland residents, even those in large towns,
describe a period when their families slept hidden in mountain thickets, under trees or in the
forest, eating only wild plants if they were unable to return to their houses to procure food.
People reluctant to abandon their village chose to move inland to lodge with friends or
relatives. Villages were not abandoned completely (as they were in the north, where they

were razed to the ground).

Not surprisingly, the past has become idealized; life in Emol is portrayed as though
it was considerably more harmonious and united than after La Violencia. Emol in "time
before" is the "wished-for former state" of widows, whose daily realities are painful and
arduous from dealing with the practical and emotional burdens of multiple loss. This is not
to say that they longed wholeheartedly for conditions of former times, for even then they
worked hard, endured hunger and bore the brunt of racism. The Golden Age was the time
before the Conquest.*’
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Nevertheless, La Violencia marks time into good and bad parts with respect to many
fundamental aspects of community life. "Time before"™ was good, a time in which the
community was viewed as populated (and therefore alegre, happy), unified, friendly and
relatively less poor.* In "time after", the present, people’s lives are impoverished; they live
with the insecurity of a new type of danger, increased intracommunal fighting, greater
malicious envy, jealousy, selfishness and egotism. It was a time when the price of everything

soared.

The history of events appears as a prop for individual time and acts as a framework
for community time. The events of the late 1970s and early 1980s structured much of life
"after" La Violencia, especially with the killing and disappearances of kin and the installation
of the patrols. The history of involvement in the political struggle of the popular movement

also provided social meaning for both supporters and opponents.

Specific events which caused an obvious disruption of life and time = - included the

permanent closure of a market:

One market day in X encapuchados (black-hooded men) pointed out

~  the "bad" people from Emol to the plain’clothed army man who he
accompanied. The selected victims were then thrown into trucks and
driven away. When the trucks were full they were slung into jail until
the next day. All the people identified in this way were never seen
again. On the following market day in Emol the army rolled up with
several trucks. All those attending the market and living in the houses
surrounding the square were thrown into the vehicles and driven away.
Over a hundred people vanished.

With the organization of individual time and its commitment to memory, people also
referred to key moments in the individual life cycle which also served as markers for certain
events during La Violencia. However, the stages were not marked in the normal way; there
were no baptisms or marriages during this time because the clergy had left the Department

and, in any event, the circumstances of war would usually not permit them.
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Language

La Violencia is an institutional term which has found its way into Quiché discourse; -
it refers solely to the violence which occurred between 1978 and 1985. Several synonyms for
La Violencia are commonly used, including "la represién" (the repression); more oblique
references include "aquel tiempo" or "la epoca” (that period of time or epoch), "la cosa" (the
thing), "el dolor" (the pain), /él castigo/fthe punishment), "la situacion que paso’" (the situation
which happened) or just "la situacién". While being employed to describe the same series
of events, these apparent synonyms carry different meaning and may be employed for
different effects.

Activities said to occur around La Violencia were expressed using disarticulated
language such as organizacion (organization), subversivo (subversive), progresista
(progressive). These terms were like oil and water because, owing to the disparity between
the language of the military state (Spanish) and the peasant language (Quiché), there were
limits to the extent to which concepts could be translated from one into the other (cf. Asad
1986). Moreover, if the authorities used, for example, the word "subversive", they were not
obliged to explain its meaning to the peasant and the peasant, when using the word in
conversation with me, didn’t necessarily explain his or her failure to understand what it
meant. People sometimes indicated that they had no idea of what a word meant when they
first heard it; at other times, they thought they knew what it meant because they were able
to make analogies to what they assumed were similar concepts in Quiché. In conversation
with each other, these words were used to gain authority; however, they also provided a
cover-up languagé. There was tacit agreement not to convey meanings or explain what the

situation really was.

The term La Violencia is used to connote a whole series of micro events described
using different terminology which has the same practical effects. The most common is
abduction, which became so commonplace that the special term "to disappear” (someone) has
entered the Quiché lexicon*’ as a transitive verb. The term desaparecido (literally:
"disappeared"”, referring to governmental kidnappings) acquired its grammatical versatility as
a verb and participle ("to be disappeared"; he was "disappeared”) in Guatemala almost a
decade before the term was exported to Chile and Argentina (Simon 1987:14). The
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"disappeared”, after being kidnapped, are "likely to be tortured or killed, or detained
(becoming detenido-desaparecido, detained-disappeared) for a long period, without any legal
protection whatsoever" (Amnesty International 1987:8).

One only has to compare the word "disappeared” (desaparecido) with its synonym
"kidnapped" (sequestrado) to see how the experience of La Violencia has beguiled the search
for meaning through language into the practice of deception; Like "disappeared” and
"kidnapped", living and "living" (in La Violencia) and dying and "dying" (again in La
Violencia) do not mean the same. When used in a context of terror, all are always
euphemistic (and sometimes neutral), like the term La Violencia itself; however, the
implication is that one should not discuss it. These euphemisms are idioms for representing
the epoch of the unspeakable (see chapter 7).

Indians soon learned that it was dangerous to use the new words La Violencia and
"disappeared”: even mentioning words which directly referred to military violence could lead
to the speaker’s death. The terms, particularly "disappeared”, captured the power of collective
terror; the use of such words even in intimate discussions produced a chilling effect. It was
therefore safer and more comfortable, when referring to taboo events, to use ambiguous words
such as llevado (taken from) or sacado (taken out) instead of sequestrado (kidnapped) or
desaparecido ("disappeared™). |

The meanings, like the acts to which they refer, thus live a clandestine existence.
While apparently describing certain events, these terms simultaneously mask the real meaning
of what actually occurred. Many expressions are employed by people to nullify impact by
expressing what %7:@, only by using a construct which intimates that it is not saying it (cf.
Bourdieu 1991). This forms part of the "discourse of denial which recognizes and reproduces
the initial denial, instead of denying it in order to discover what it denies" (ibid:153). The use
of words like "disappeared” stimulated a form of prerational thinking: just as a child or
husband "disappeared” one day, they could so "reappear” another (see chapter 8). But all

these terms carried for the speaker unspoken connotations of death and torture.

The use of a particular euphemism such as desaparecido often reveals political
opinion. People referred to the army, for example, as bad people (uj itzel tak mnak) and
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those who do harm (ix_ix bnal c’ax). I only heard the expression le camesenelab, the

assassins, used in relation to soldiers and the jefes. Occasionally, one had to know where a

person’s sympathies lay in order to know who they were talking about: some people used
negative expressions (such as enemigo (enemy), maton (thug/killer)), commonly used in

relation to the army, to refer to the guerrilla.

Women would express their stifled anger and fear of the jefes using indirect language,

saying "nxej wib chque rcamsnel" (the killers scare me) or wiy*® xepe le cameseneleb" (a

scream of terror when the assassins appear). New expressions are used to refer to patrol jefes
who murdered their neighbours, including bnel re (the guilty), bnel c’ax (he who does bad)
and camsnel (killer). Oblique forms of expression have been developed to enable people to

avoid trouble, should they be overheard - "la mi’ tomt ix cher xi rbneltak re’" (I don’t know

if they told you, but the perpetrators have returned again). In all these expressions the agent

is referred to in an ambiguous way to avoid the risk that naming carried.

Many people studiously used neutral expressions; they would refer to the army for
example as "the men with big boots" (the guerrilla were believed to have ordinary shoes or
to go barefoot) or rax kij, the green men; they might call the guerrilla "esos de la montaria”,

(or del monte)*” and names of plants (such as boxnai).

An ambiguous label for the guerrilla was canches or canch (apparently from kan achi
yellow man), an expression also applied to fair skinned foreigners (including Spaniards in
1542).® This was also a way of referring to them with humour. Other ambiguous
expressions employed to refer to the guerrilla were "people from that side", "the people from
el monte", "those of the other piece”, "those people” and the "people with arms".

Sympathizers called them "hermanos del monte" (men of the mountain),

When people referred to events which comprised La Violencia, 1 noted that ‘t,l,g-/
switched from Quiché to Spanish in the same phrase; code switching occurred as part of the
processes of becoming politicized. There was an aspect to Spanish which provided a new
political language for the Quiché who said they had ideas (ideas) in Spanish and thoughts in

Quiché.** There was an oscillation between the two languages. Depending on what was
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being referred to, one could be human in one and not in the other; one could be Ladino and

the army in one language but an ordinary peasant in the other and so on.

The sense of intimidation was increased by the use of euphemistic language in public
discourse to keep certain social facts out of sight, masking and sanitizing the many nasty facts
of domination; they are designed to obscure the use of coercion. Euphemism, in the broad
sense of the term as it is being used here - the self-interested tailoring of descriptions and
' appearances by dominant power holders - is not confined to the spoken language: anonymous
flyers would be prepared in secret and delivered in secret, a tactic which still continues. In
1988, after a massacre in a nearby municipio, I found flyers littered along the street; in
another instance they were found scattered in an idle bus in the bus depot in my resident
town. Sometimes, soldiers handed out flyers depicting, say, patrollers guarding the village
against the guerrilla devil (see Figure 1 & 2)‘7t\o children in schools.

Having the power to stigmatize persons and activities that seem to question official
realities is another aspect of the manipulation of language. The "enemy of the state" came
to include not only those suspected of giving succour or sympathy to the guerrilla but also
anyone who might be susceptible to subversion. Rebels and revolutionaries are labelled
"bandits" and "criminal hooligans"; the patrol jefes added culturally specific categories to the
list of people labelled "guerrillas" (eg, satanism) and, more recently, anyone who refused to
participate in the patrols or is a member of a human rights or women’s group. The fluidity _
of the definition of "subversives" illustrates that the stereotype is not a given but continuously
constructed and reconstructed.

The military encouraged and accentuated recourse to gross simplification and
generalization, allowing people to put themselves and those like them into broad categories
over and above the individual. The regime’s resort to stereotypes takes place at a series of
different levels, from propaganda to the hidden discourse of informers. Attention is diverted
from the political claims of people the army have labelled as subversive; by denying status
to rebels (or ordinary people perceived to represent them), the authorities assimilate their acts

to a category that minimizes their political challenge to the state.
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At the same time as the specifics of La Violencia were being denied through
censorship and the manipulation of language, the bodies of the dead displayed literal and
metaphoric wounds. In making innocent Indians repeat the fate of the few guerrilla
sympathizers, the process of mimesis and metonymy were used to link the killing of guerrilla
sympathizers to the killing of innocent Guatemalans. Opposition to (supposed) communist
ideology is expressed through brutal attacks on the bodies of the Indian. These actions are
a "kind of grisly polemic directed at the onlookers and the wider national audience" (Sallnow,
1989); each death is the death of the guerrilla in microcosm.

1. Paranoia still exists. During a conversation at the army base in the Ixil triangle in
1989, an official told me that the army will only feel safe when it has taken over the
Ministry of Education because "the children of Guatemala are the future subversives
of the country”, intimating that subversive operations are carried out by biased
teachers.

2, Anyone who solicited aid from either governmental or non-governmental agencies was
viewed with suspicion. Handy reports the death of 168 co-operative leaders between
1976 and 1978 in El Quiché (1984:244). A

3. Rape carries with it a connotation that the victim is submerged under the perpetrator’s
power to be used and then disposed of (Clayton 1991).

4, Martin-Baro (1990) claims that repressive governments usually maintain their authority
by keeping their repressive style and their techniques for repression private and secret.

5. Promotores were local people who were trained by both government and non-
government agencies as their local intermediaries.

hich
6. Guatemala has 24 model villages containing some 70,000 peozlrg;v:a still not been
dismantled; the State Department calls them "half-way houses" "rural settlements”
but most other people call them "concentration camps" (Simon 1987).

7. Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil - or Self-Defence Civil Patrols - referred to as PAC.

8. Young men from every village were conscripted into the army for two years;
additionally, there were also "reserves” who lived with their families and trained every
Sunday. From my own enquiries, it appears that few Indians opted to carry out their
military service and most, in fact, were opposed to it. The fact that many soldiers who
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

were directed to carry out raids on Indian villages were Indian men rather than
Ladinos, is psychologically significant.

See McClintock 198S.

Indians in the lower echelons of both the army and the guerrilla had been killing other

- Indians since the beginning of La Violencia, albeit not from their own village. There

are those who think there is a genocidal aspect to this, as the upper echelons on both
sides are Ladinos.

These figures are estimations of the carnage of La Violencia and the period both
proceeding and following it. Official figures are likely to fall short of the true
numbers.

Guatemala Geo-Violence Information System.

Smith (1990b) writes that Chimaltenango and northern Huehuetenango were two of
the four most severely hit areas. However, recent figures from GVIS (1992) show that
El Quiché was the worst hit area of the country.

The police worked in conjunction with the army and the bomberos (fire-fighters) and
took over some of their functions.

Masacres cometidas por el ejército, 1981-85 - map published by Guatemalan church
in Exile.

There is a division of labour within the national security service. The S-5 or G-5
officer represents the socially conscious side of the army, the civic action (for
psychological warfare) branch. These are officers with higher education who are
responsible for befriending villages and persuading journalists. Other officers were
in charge of units dedicated to kidnapping, the most renown and fearsome being the
S-2 or G-2, the Army Intelligence section. Many of the G-2 "specialists” or civilian
employees who work on a contract basis are said to be ex-soldiers with a proclivity
to murder.

Foucault’s (ibid.) "social regulators” who he sees as replacing jailers and torturers in
post 16th century Europe.
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18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

Sometimes such occurrences were reported to have happened simply by "mistake"”.
While some people were never heard of again, it was discovered that others had been
picked up by security officers, tortured and then killed. Such incidents might have
come about after an anonymous call to the security forces which identified the victim
as "subversive".

Corpses were stripped to prevent identification. Only women wear traditional clothing
which identifies their municipio; most corpses were male.

In an unpublished manuscript Adamson writes that approximately 50% of all cadavers
were described as showing some sign of torture (1992).

People were often too afraid to take away the bodies they identified as relatives. They
did not want to identify themselves as a relative of a "subversive". They were also
terrified by the state of the corpses.

Nowadays in areas where the cofradia exist with any force they usually form a
symbiotic relationship with the army. Catholic priests work but with restrictions and
fear.

Evangelicals were said to have been provided with identity cards which specifid their
religion.

One Guatemalan priest remained cloistered in the Bishop’s headquarters in the capital
of El Quiché. When I met him he was the priest in Chichicastenango. He told me
he hardly left the town for fear of his life. Occasionally he would journey through the
mountains to a distant parish upon the request of locals who convinced him of the
need for his visit.

Painter wrote that the Panzés massacre was the most important factor in bringing
Indians into the armed struggle (1987:46).

In January 1980 some Indians from Quiché, including those from the municipio of
Santa Cruz, joined the delegation of protesters who, after being rebuffed at the
American Embassy, attempted to peacefully occupy the Spanish Embassy in
Guatemala City. Twenty three Indians died there when the embassy was fire-bombed
by Guatemalan security police.

In Nebaj , further north, the EGP expanded rapidly only after making common cause
with the Catholic radicals who, according to one version, took over the lower and
middle levels of the EGP around 1978 (Stoll 1992).
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28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

3s.

The Organization of People in Arms (ORPA) which, like EGP, emerged in the 1970s,
worked more in other areas of Guatemala. However, since 1982, these and two other
revolutionary organizations (PGT and FAR), united in the National Revolutionary
Union of Guatemala (URNG). This functions as both the diplomatic and military
command of the armed revolutionary movement. While marxism-leninism has been
the dominant ideological tendency within the URNQ, there are also strong liberation-
theology and social-democratic tendencies.

Irene Silverblatt (1987) comes to a similar conclusion in the context of colonial Peru.

The insurgency characterized as a popular movement is sometimes said to be inspired
by ethnic feelings. Emolians seem to suggest that issues of equality on class lines and
ethnic lines, insofar as it was associated with this, drew people to the popular
movement.

The perception of a change in army tactics was expressed in an interview with an
army official, who said:

We’ve defeated the guerrillas but the commys are everywhere....Before we
thought that we could defeat the guerrillas but when you kill 100 another 500
would appear. So it seems that one has to take an integral approach, socio-
economic and psychological. The last army made the mistake of thinking that
the battle was between the army and the guerrillas. But those of us who have
gone to university know that the real menace is the communists. The
campesinos are fooled and taken in by the guerrillas. We’ve expanded our
tactics of learning the Indian languages to get closer to the people.

The Ladinos who lived in predominantly Indian towns were the first to abandon their
homes for safer areas.

Displaced people were apparently considered "subversive" because they came from
areas where there had been armed conflict between the government and armed
opposition. Others are reported to have been killed or "disappeared” simply because
they had witnessed army attacks on their communities.

This was encouraged by the army who extracted information from people (sometimes
during torture sessions) leading them to believe that if they furnished them with the
right information then they could save their own skins.

see Saler 1969 on the jwin/win.
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36.

37.

38.

39.

41.

See Bunzel (1952) on "asking for justice" in relation to men who feel that they have
not received a fair proportion of land inheritance.

Women also indicated that they did not see a linear progression through this time, that
it had been and gone. They often felt, during threats or attacks which occurred, or
through recognising the repetitions of similar events which preceded La Violencia, that
they were about to return to those times: "We always have the feeling that we are
returning to those times".

The Spanish conquistadores, after first accepting the Quichés’ offer of peace, seized
the rulers of the kingdom and assassinated them. They burned the capital and then
terrorized the surrounding rural peoples who by that time had taken up arms. Spanish
victory was achieved through superior weaponry (horses and firearms) and ruthlessness
(Indians were massacred and chained as slaves). In many ways the army’s recent
actions in Quiché (for example, public executions of community leaders) symbolically
duplicate the conquest. Similarly, the army’s rural campaign resembled that of the
conquistadores (see chapter 5). George Lovell might corroborate their sense of
continuity in this new period of cultural genocide: "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 congregaciones - 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” (Lovell 1988:47; cf. Manz 1988).

Several things are being said in this statement. Food supplies, brought by
sympathizers, were undoubtedly erratic and scarce. Yet transforming corn products
into food, especially tortillas, is the defining role of womanhood; the transformed corn
product, again especially tortillas, is the definitive Quiché food (wa) (See Chapter 2).
So, despite the hardship endured in the mountains, the women seem to be saying that
life was in some ways lived as it should be.

Talk of the judiciales in Guatemala is not a simple reference to plainclothes
detectives; judiciales can mean any section of the security forces who carry out
"disappearances” and killings. The national police corps is officially under the
jurisdiction of the Interior Ministry although in fact every branch of the security forces
is subordinate to the army.

Dunkerley notes that at least 100,000 terrorized campesinos remained in the plantation

~ zone after 1982-1983 rather than return to their communities in the highlands because

they feared being perceived as ’fleeing’ and thus rebel supporters (1988:496).
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42.

43.

45.
46.

47.
48.
49.

Manz writes: "It is widely believed that the army has established broad networks of
informers in most communities. Some people suggested that the soldiers dress up like
guerrillas, trying to engage people in conversation to see if they criticize the army.
Prior to the counterinsurgency campaigns of the early 1980s, local military
commissioners and their assistants primarily carried out and coordinated army
intelligence. Now the military directly coordinates a more elaborate informer network,
probably through the G-2 (military intelligence). The common perception is that those
who act as spies are trying to clear their own names or are paid for the information
they pass on" (1988:70). '

It should be mentioned that the Spanish conquest (like La Violencia) was not a
singular event. It may be seen as a complex and irregular process that established new
political geographies which sometimes imitated older cultural cleavages, privileged
culture brokers from both indigenous and European backgrounds, and ignited a long
history of rebellions and other performances of cultural resistance (Farriss 1984; Jones
1989; Lovell 1985).

The idealization becomes apparent from accounts of witchcraft (brujeria) which were
prevalent even "before” La Violencia (cf. chapter 10).

Isbell makes a similar observation among the Quechua in Peru (1991:14).

The word wiy connotes extreme terror which is usually expressed in relation to the
supernatural (such as a xibnel or ghost) whereas wuy connotes a more "natural” fear.

Persona del monte means to be a bastard - a wild person from the bush.
This is an example of Quichéized spanish.

Ideas referred to new concepts, political matters and sometimes malevolent intentions.
Thoughts referred to traditional affairs or mundane concepts.
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A QUIENES LUCHAN COMO HERMANOS POR
MANTENER LA PAZ Y LA DEPENSA DE
SUS HOGARES.

Our God, guide us and

bless those who struggle
as brothers to maintain
peace and defend their

homes.

BIG BAD DEVIL!

LARGO DEMONIC MALDITO! ]
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After living a
horrible experience
with your loved ones,
do not allow the
ORPA terrorists to
continue Killing in
your community.
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Figure 1. Fliers distributed in Quiché villages
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Chapter S

The Jefes® of the Village Patrols and their Violencia

It was some time in 1982 when the village massacres began. I actually
witnessed the one that occurred in Emol. A compariero and I happened
to visit that day. In fact I remember now that it was the Dia de Carifio
(St. Valentine’s Day). As we approached the village it could have been
any other day. It was early and everything was shrouded in the freezing
mist so we were unable to see much as we entered from the road.
Then, as we drew closer, I heard shouting. I remarked to my
compariero, "the patrollers must be doing their exercises early today"”.
But, then, as we drew nearer still, I realized that the patrollers were
doing no ordinary exercise. No, it was not ordinary at all...for they
were clubbing men...to death. I remember that there were about twelve
men and two boys and they were lying on blankets, some were under
them. They were groaning and bloodied [Were they guerrillas?] ....No,
I do not think they were guerrillas for they carried no guns...They were
local men. [Who was doing it?] The jefes were...well, at least they were
giving the orders to the patrollers who were the ones who were actually
doing it.

One jefe noticed us advancing and he quickly put us in the school with
the children who were already locked in. Some had hoisted themselves
up to peer out of the windows. In horror they watched the fate of their
relatives. Their mothers and grandmothers stood outside...staring,
paralysed, in silence... When the men were virtually dead they locked
the women in the church so they would not follow them when they
dragged the bodies down a canyon to two big holes which the men had
unknowingly prepared earlier, for their own burial. Apparently there,
before their graves, another man, not a jefe or patroller but a village
sorcerer (brujo) took it upon himself to perform the final blow...
(Local witness - a non-indigene of Emol)

In this chapter I portray the violence in Emol since the inception of the civil defence
patrol system (Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil),® paramilitary vigilante groups. I shall shed
light on why some men met the military half way, killing promiscuously within their own

community, and examine what psychological and cultural processes enabled them to go
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against the traditional values of the closed corporate community. I shall explain the

incentives for cooperation with the patrol system and villagers’ lack of resistance to it.

I shall explain who did what, and why, during this phase of La Violencia. 1 highlight
the various levels at which violence operated and attempt to explain its impact on both
"perpetrators” and "victims". I contend that all villagers are, in fact, victims because everyone
is subordinated to the -military state even though they occupy different levels of the state
hierarchy. I shall also investigate the operation of control, focusing on local power-holders
(comisionados militar and especially jefes) who acted as the fulcrum in the precarious balance
of power. Their positions of so-called strength® were in fact vulnerable to the whims of the
military and the words of women. The perceived danger from widows was particularly
galling at a time of crisis of male identity when masculinity needed to reassert itself and when

macho violence became a socially sanctioned "recipe for living".

I shall consider psychological violence in El Quiché in general and in Emol in
particular. This is an issue which has been referred to by several authors (e.g., Manz 1988)
but insufficiently addressed. Psychological violence severed the connections between people,
controlled their ways of being together and relating to each other, and attempted to destroy
the possibility of free dialogue and thought. I shall depict how the widows "lived with" the
horrors of the blatant and more subtle forms of violence surrounding them and how they lived

on a day-to-day basis with their murderers of their male kin.

I have drawn on the literature from other examples of domination and terror (eg, Nazi
Germany and Argentina). I propose that a generic quality pertains to the processes of these
phenomena, including psychological ones and those which relate to social group memberships
and power relations. However, I believe there is also a considerable degree of specificity to
the shape of personal domination and terror, and people’s reactions to these, in each particular

case. I have attempted to clarify some of the specificities which pertain to the present case.

124



THE PATROLS

(a) Representation and reality

The patrol system has left tragic scars on the Guatemalan
highland communities, where poverty, fear, petty feuding and
the replacement of traditional legal systems by arbitrary military
force have made the patrol system a dangerous conduit for
vigilante justice and abuse of power. The cultural landscape of
rural Guatemala has been more profoundly altered in the past
six years than the past century. (America’s Watch 1986)

La Violencia can be divided into two phases: the first phase was characterized by
killings by outsiders (the army and the guerrilla) and the second by insiders (village men).
In both phases, violence was perpetrated predominantly against Indians by Indians under
Ladino command or control."* However, in the second phase Ladino (State) control was

denied and obscured.

The patrol system grew out of the army’s reorganization of the countryside along
military lines. Obviously such an exercise stretched army personnel resources and some kind
of support system was required. The army created networks of trained "psychological warfare
operatives" and other informers, who were paid by results; of military commissioners
{comisionados militar)” ex-soldiers who organized military reserves and did other work for
the army;” and, most importantly, of civil patrols, which effectively drew almost all rural
house holds in every village under their control: female-headed households were an obvious

and significant exception.

The paramilitary vigilante system originated in southern Quiché and was expanded into
the civil self defence patrols in 1982 under General Efrain Rios Montt. The authority of the
patrol system was assigned on the basis of the "war" situation which challenged the military
organization. The absence of any law or formal decree concerning the establishment of the
patrol system allowed President Rfos Montt to present them not only as part of his "beans and
bullets" programmeS$but also as being independent of official structures. The patrols were
represented as a spontaneous, voluntary expression of patriotism: a 1982 government booklet
described patrollers as "having organized themselves with minimal hierarchy...to repel terrorist

attacks". However, a secret army document circulated in the same year disproves these
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claims (America’s Watch 1986:19). Smith writes "The civil patrol system became the
cornerstone of military controls over Indian communities, in-so-far as it organized (and
continues to organize) Indian communities into paramilitary forces under direct military
command” (1990b:272). The system was established in virtually every municipio of the
western highlands between 1892 and 1983, after the military had replaced elected officials
with appointed ones. It remains in place as the main local-level political weapon of the
military even though local officials are now elected (ibid).

Patrols were organized in areas of greatest conflict - although all Indian villages were
considered subversive, some (such as Emol) were deemed more so than others - fully
supervised and controlled through a military style hierarchy’ by each army command
(McClintock 1985). In fact, the army considered Emol so subversive that they delayed the
formation of the patrols for fear that they would only be arming guerrillas.

Practically th_e entire highland population eligible for duty (all village men between
the ages of fifteen and fifty)® was inducted into the civil patrols, thus forming an extensive
counterinsurgency model. Numbers rapidly increased (from 25,000 to 700,000) during
General Efrafn Rfos Montt’s government (1982-83) and continued to rise under General Oscar
Humberto Mejfa Victores’ rule (1983-1986). When a civilian president was elected in 1985,
an estimated one million Guatemalans were serving in the patrols nationwide (America’s
Watch 1986). The province with the most extensive patrol network (with an estimated 86,000
members) was El Quiché which, like other areas with extensive systems, has a high

concentration of Indian villages.

The rapidity with which rural Indians were absorbed into the patrol system resulted
from several factors including fear (of both armed forces but especially the military),
ignorance of the world beyond their immediate area, their own cultural values (particularly
the high value placed on conformity and obedience to authority) and the collapse of
traditional authority structures, all of which were manipulated by the army.

Fear certainly figured a great deal in men’s compliance with the patrols given that
over a thousand people from Emol were killed by the army. Most men joined the patrols
under the mistaken impression that they were legally required to do so, though Guatemala’s
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constitution says that participation is voluntary; many men continued to participate once this
fact became general knowledge. However, the legality of the patrol system was neither here
nor there for most Indian men: those who opposed the establishment of patrols in their village
or refused to participate were labelled subversives and became prime targets for assassination - |
or abduction. Patrollers’ incentive to cooperate in the initial stages was high: even men who
complied but who failed to carry out their duties "properly” (by not keeping strict hours, for
example) were killed, tortured by the rest of the group, jailed or at least degraded.’

The army fed Indians’ fears by reminding them of the implications inherent in the
"subversives’" return. This was achieved by incessantly producing and reproducing the fear
of being infiltrated and overrun by "bandits” (communists) who were represented as
antithetical to the basic necessities and values of Indian life; the "enemy" was created by an
emerging ideology based on cultural devaluation. The incredible intra-communal violence
which took place in Quiché communities in the early 1980s can be partially understood in
terms of the creation of this "enemy” in fulfilment of the military’s ideology. The killing of
Quichés by Quichés was the realization of an ideology on the bodies of its victims and the
result was the creation of a pervasive sense of terror. Anti-communist ideology was used to
define groups challenging the status quo by associating them with the devil (see Chapter 10);
communists were represented as unworthy and morally inferior - i.e., in the same terms used
by Ladinos to devalue Indians. Indians’ concepts of communism were based on what they

were told by the army. If communism did not exist, the army would have invented it."°

The extreme onslaught of the army’s counterinsurgency initiatives from 1978 to 1982
shattered the administrative structures of rural areas. Traditional authority structures had also
been weakened, if not destroyed. Authority in traditional Indian villages stemmed from elders
who were the receptacles of history, ritual specialists and mediators between their
communities and the gods at sacred sites; they also acted as mediators within the community,
settling disputes. Their power, based on age and prestige, was diffuse and enforced through
social sanction, not violence. Many surviving elders and shamans (aj g’iis)!' were murdered
by their replacements, the army-backed patrol jefes (commander/chiefs) and military
commissioners. Village health promoters were also a common target; because of their many
contacts in the community, they were viewed as more subversive. Power was now based on

violence.
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Local authority structures were remodelled by the military. The army realized that the
effective inclusion of local Indian communities under its control required intermediaries to
fill the communication gap arising from political and cultural disparities between the violent
Ladino institutions and the Indian. The essence of the intermediary’s role, unlike that of
previously existing leaders, was to have a foot in both camps in order to facilitate negotiation
on both sides (cf. Wilson 1990). The new power holders - the patrol jefes and military
commissioners - share the Quiché language and history, subscribe to Quiché cultural norms
and live as their neighbours do and are pivotal to the new structure. The army used the patrol
Jjefes’ personal and cultural identity, their cultural commonality with the Indians of their
communities, as a means of penetrating those communities and the Quiché value system. A
Jjefe could appeal to the Quiché value of behaving as a respectful Indian by serving the
community by carrying out patrol duty; he could even represent himself as being dedicated
to doing this himself, perhaps even believing it. Yet at the same time, he was associated with
the military who had given him a gun and permission to use his Ladino, patriarchal power

with impunity.

The value the Quiché place on conformity, obedience to authority and respect was
another important factor. Milgram’s (1974) research on obedience to authority indicated that
numerous average people can be provoked by someone of even limited authority to dispense
electric shocks, which they presumed to be extremely painful and even life-threatening.
Milgram, whose subjects were paid, suggested that people can enter an "agentic" mode in
which they surrender individual accountability. They no longer evaluate the morality of an
action independently but see themselves as agents of authority. There is perhaps more to the
story in the case of the unpaid Quiché who "cooperated". Even though not all volunteered,
as Milgram’s subjects did, the motivation to obey also comes from their cultural values.
Obedience is a major cultural value which is essential for collective functioning. Showing
respect for authority has been inculcated since the time of the Spanish Invasion, if not before.
It has been suggested (Fromm 1965) that people who grow up in an authoritarian culture have
difficulty assuming responsibility for their own lives. Consequently, people may have

acquiesced not only from fear but out of well worn codes of respect.

Pressure to conform probably intensified because of people’s fears of the consequences

of others’ failure to carry out their patrol duty. Thus, most Emol men joined the patrols when
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they were first set up. Some men even returned to Emol when the patrols were formed,
because they were given assurances that this would guarantee their safety; however, most of
these men - many of whom were Catholics and/or involved with CUC - were massacred as
they were still deemed to be guerrillas, even though they had surrendered and complied with
the demands of the system. Villagers who had remained in Emol throughout La Violencia
were afraid of being criminalized and hence attacked on account of those who had fled.
Thus, by labelling anyone who left the community a guerrilla, the "enemy" of the State
became the "enemy" of the community. Perhaps turning a blind eye or even becoming a jefe
and a murderer transpired because people who had never left Emol felt the need to prove to

the army that they were not on the "enemy’s" side. One villager explained:

The army came to threaten the jefes of the civil patrols. They told us
to pluck out the rotten apple from the community so that it would not
contaminate the rest. They told us that if we didn’t it would indicate
to them that we were also guerrillas. So the patrols did it to avoid
being killed themselves. But the fact is that many of the victims had
no connections with the guerrillas.

Thus the tendency for the group, or at least the hierarchy, to control the individual was
even greater than under "normal" circumstances; yet at the same time, groups were

increasingly atomized along horizontal axes.

Another factor facilitating men’s absorption in the patrols was loss of identity as an
Indian male: the value of being a male agriculturalist associated with locality'? was
undermined as men fled their homes for extended periods during La Violencia; in its
aftermath, membership of guerrilla groups lost whatever positive social identity it had. The
villagers’ collective identity may have been shaken by the assignment of the "subversive"
label, from which most Indians wished to escape. However, a space for the reassertion of
male dominance was created through peasant involvement in either the armed forces
(insurgent or counterinsurgent) via the current emphasis on violence as a means of solving

political conflict.

The patrol system effectively forced people to choose between casting their lot with

the army or risk their lives by going against it. Both negative incentive (literal survival) and

wl3

"forced-choice""* worked against passivity and stimulated active co-operation by villagers'
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and any unwillingly conscripted jefes. Here we see how the state used elements of community
to achieve its own ends.

(b) State terror -

The State set out to destroy individual autonomy'’ through terrorization. This was
facilitated by extreme conditions of insecurity, including the deprivation of basic needs during
La Violencia such as food and safe shelter not to mention the threat of loss of life itself; in
this way the State was like the omnipotent parent and God. The Indian population was
perhaps easily victimized because conditions of deprivation at the time were far more extreme
than that described as "limited good" (Foster and Rubenstein 1965) which divide the
community. It is difficult to deeply terrorize a well fed and housed community (Bettelheim
1986:297); Guatemalan Indians’ long history of poverty, fear and submission - they have been
forced to abandon (to some extent) their customs and costume, robbed of land and labour -
together with the sudden intensification of terror and extreme anxiety, probably made them

easier to herd into the patrol system.

There had been innumerable incidents of grotesque violence in Emol (see Chapter 4).
Additionally, in Emol’s church, which had been commandeered by the army following the
closure of the diocese in 1980, interrogations involving forced betrayals were said to take
place. Whether true or false, the dissemination of such rumours, or myths of terror, is
instrumental to softening individual subjects and entire communities. This is crucial to what
Taussig (1984:469) has termed the cultural elaboration of fear and terror. Terror ultimately
destroys the network of stable expectations that lie "at the core of any set of organized human
relationships” (Barrington Moore 1954:175-6), feeding into communities’ tendency to be
isolated, atomized and divided by suspicion and mutually destructive rivalry. Such
communities prop up systems of terror more effectively than those without chronic hostility
(Walter 1969). Hostility within Emol was chronic: feuding between factions, including
religious ones, had been exacerbated during the period of intense violence preceding the

formation of the patrols.

Terror was exacerbated by both the arbitrariness of violence and the situation of

impunity in which it was committed, which meant that no one was innocent.'® Anyone can
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be a victim, regardless of individual choices; innocence is irrelevant. Yet conditions of
legality imply there must be a way of being innocent (Walter 1969:342). If there is no way
of avoiding transgression, or if people are bound to be charged with offenses they did not
commit, then innocence is impossible. No-one can be secure in the terror process because
the category of transgression is abolished. Being taken from one’s home for interrogation,
having one’s house subjected to surveillance by the security forces, supplants the necessity
of testimony and evidence. The techniques and rhetoric for specifying, controlling, harassing
and neutralising a suspected terrorist can thus be applied to arbitrary victims chosen by the
state for political theatre and the periodic advancement of hegemony. Arrest no longer
requires an overarching juridical edifice or legal code to secure its claim to truth.

(c) The Patrol system and how it functions

The patrols were presented as a means of policing and eradicating "subversive
delinquents”. They were to serve as the army’s eyes and ears; they were sometimes called
on to serve as shock troops during army raids against the guerrillas. In exchange for these
services, hamlets were to receive food and other social services, although these rarely
materialized. Rather, the civil patrol system has been a coercive means of military control

against an enemy whom the army claims lurks in every corner but, like the spirits, rarely

appears.

Patrol functions include intelligence gathering, informing, surveillance and the
attendant effects of harassment, provocation and intimidation. Day-to-day duties include
informing on any suspicious person walking about at night, the language spoken and what
was said; reports are delivered daily to the unit jefe. The patrollers’ activities have the
potential to go beyond this, to various forms of economic and social action and to more

military roles.

While on duty, the patrollers stand guard at the village mobile out-posts (garitas) or
destacamentos (army bases, set up simultaneously with the patrol system) at the entrance of
every village and along solitary roads leading into the mountains. Unknown persons are
interrogated about their destination, purpose and length of stay. If literate (and many are not),
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patrollers .rccord the registration number of the occasional passing vehicle. However, I
doubted whether the patrollers I saw sitting with their rifles outside the village patrol base

were capable of very much action: their stares gave the impression of complete vacuity."

Patrollers serve in units (peletdn) of between of between fifteen and thirty men under
a jefe; each unit serves a 24 hour shift every four to ten days. The variables depend on the
size of the village and the degree to which the army considered it subversive (i.e., the more
subversive the village, the more frequent the patrols and the greater disruption of economic
and social life). Such considerations also affected the weaponry given to patrols: villages
would be given a few army-surplus weapons which would be carried by the duty patrol
(villages considered particularly subversive were given none at all); sometimes villages had
to buy guns from the army, each family or unit contributing to the purchase. The inadequacy
of the arms provided (in quality and numbers) meant that many men patrolled armed with
machetes or hand-carved replica guns. Thus, although local power holders had sufficient
weaponry to terrorize and massacre fellow villagers, many communities were vulnerable to
attack even from better armed villages." The army strategy of exacerbating local
factionalism devolved to the patrols.

Similar strategies were invoked when choosing unit and area jefes. Patrollers
generally chose a unit member to be its leader. However, in areas of greater military
involvement, military commissioners or the army itself selected the jefes, sometimes choosing
. an existing leader they could trust (such as long term army supporters, Protestant pastors),
sometimes ratifying the position of a volunteer, sometimes co-opting political opponents
(catechists, ex-guerrillas). It was unusual for jefes to have any previous involvement with or
attachment to the army. Once appointed, they were constantly on call; there was no duty rota

for jefes.

Jefes supervise patrollers’ duties and make weekly reports to the local military
detachment or closest military base (usually in the nearest town). In smaller villages, civil
patrol jefes report either to the military commissioner in the nearest town or directly to the
local military detachment (America’s Watch 1986). The degree to which a patrol is
supervised and regimented by the military depends on many factors including whether or not

there is a military detachment in or near the town; secondly, whether or not the patrol jefes
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and military commissioner have served in the army and the extent to which they are in accord
with the army; thirdly, to what degree the community is united; fourthly, relations between
Indians and Ladinos in a given town; fifthly, the amount of real or suspected support for
guerrillas in the past (ibid).

In Emol, patrollers reported to the civil patrol jefe, who seemed to carry the most
power in the village (the different echelons of jefes were obscured in Emol). The jefe,
military commissioner (who served a shorter time in post and was subordinate to the jefes at
the time of my fieldwork) and the president of the village Improvement Committee all worked
together.” Thus the jefes, as a result of the military’s reorganization of the village power
structure, were the mediators of power and, together with the military commissioners

(comisionados militar), worked as the village’s "new authorities”.?

Power at the local level depends as much on the individual history and personality
of the particular villager as his position. Although the jefe normally took the lead, sometimes
the comisionado was the most brutal. In the vast majority of the cases, both use their
authority and access to the army to abuse the local population. Idiosyncratic factors - such
as whether the jefe has done his military service - play a part in anomalous power relations
between jefe and commissioner. The distribution of power between jefes and commissioners

also determines their relationship with the patrollers and the rest of the village.

THE JEFES
Who became jefe and why

I was given brief histories of several Emol men who became jefes when the patrols
were first formed. These men either volunteered or were selected for this position which they
knew would bring them some sort of reward (status or avoiding loss of life) although they
did not know what the job entailed. A degree of "forced choice” ensured that men who had
not volunteered did not reject selection: the line between being selected and volunteering is

not as distinct as it might, prima facie, appear.

It is necessary to attempt to characterize those offered the position of jefe. Given that

Jefes came from a variety of different backgrounds (army supporters, guerrilla, catechists,
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cofradia, etc) one cannot say their motivations for accepting the role (other than the desire
to remain alive) were similar. However, there was a common denominator: they were people

the military commander or his delegates saw as potential collaborators.

The terrified ex-guerrilla could, in theory, work his way back to social acceptance (as
defined by the military) by turning himself in and expressing true repentance by giving the
names of his comparieros (people belonging to the same organization) and becoming a jefe,
the newly reéognized authority. A small number of former guerrilla collaborators and
guerrilla leaders surrendered to the army of their own accord and not only joined the civil
patrol but elected to become jefes. In fact people labelled as guerrillas had few options other
than to be zealous patrollers because of their greater need to be perceived as "loyal". Two
former guerrillas from one village in southern Quiché who became jefes were reputed to
terrorize the local population. One was said to denounce other villagers as subversives and
ask the army for permission to bring them in; the other was said to rape women and boast
about how many people he had killed since becoming a patrol jefe. It is very difficult if not
impossible to shake off the guerrilla label. Local factionalism determined whether

"subversives" survived or not.

The successful power of the army in defeating the guerrilla has such appeal for the
insecure guerrilla that it may become internalized as his standards and values. Originally, he
may have resented the power that controlled him, but any strong power also exerts
tremendous appeal (sce Staub 1989). I assume that this is especially the case for the
victimized Indian for whom the post of jefe offered hope of defence against further attack.
Safety was probably a strong motivation. Siding with the powerful army provided the
vulnerable person with feelings of control. Attachment to the army perhaps also fulfilled a
frustrated need for community among persecuted villagers (ibid). The process of change in
group alignment was probably not a smooth or constant one, although events like the

massacre, which I explain below, probably accelerated it.

In some villages the army co-opted catechists to head the vigilantes, an obvious
strategy to divert any anti-military sentiments or activities by keeping them busy with patrol
rather than church matters (cf. Wilson 1990), though this was not always successful from the

army’s point of view. A denounced leader (a catechist) was replaced by a man who owed
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his advancement not to villagers’ respect or to his achievements of honour but only to the
State that appointed him (i.e., the jefe). As likely as not, he was resented and secretly blamed
by the friends of the man he replaced, giving him even more reason to prove his usefulness
to the state by greater compliance with its demands, since he could not count on his own

group to support him.

Other jefes were reputed to have aspired spontaneously to power. Having failed to
attain legitimate power in their communities, some aspired to a position in Ladino society
which had previously eluded them because of their Indianness; others may have exercised
illicit malevolent powers (as sorcerers, for example) and, given the high rate of conversion

to protestantism, were relieved to find a new way of regaining authority.

Power was sought by the frustrated and granted to people willing to venerate
hierarchic authority, thereby attaining an otherwise unreachable social elevation; for a man
who has been poor and without status all his life, serving as a jefe meant the immediate
power of a rifle and the ability to evoke fear in fellow villagers who had denied him respect.
Although the job of jefe was fundamentally despicable, it was the appointment which
conferred the most authority within the new social structure.

Power was also sought by many among the oppressed who unconsciously strove to
identify” with their oppressors: army indoctrination caused men, through their service as
patrollers, to identify with their aggressors and commit themselves to the cause they fought
for. Villagers’ identification with the aggressor, even before the setting up of the patrol

system,” made them, like their oppressors, fear the guerrilla.

There has been a good deal of anthropological discussion of what "identification”
might be.” I suggest that the process of identification that jefes (and some patrollers) went
through differs from that in the anthropological literature because of the special circumstances
in which the Quiché identified with the army. The situation of fear generated by the army
probably increased people’s suggestibility (cf. Sapir and Crocker, 1977 on this process). Ido
not want to suggest that all behaviour can be explained in terms of identification. I suspect
that some people merely complied with the dangerous authorities rather than taking on their

agendas as their own. It is apparent that the motives of the jefes were not, however,
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homogenous in character - that is, truly cultural. Among other collective motives, their
ideological and identity-related ones become integrated with personal motives (e.g., power,

sadism).

A jefe's "identification with the oppressor” is bound by, or perhaps oscillates with, an
identification with the oppressed; although token Ladinos, jefes are still Indians, some of
whom had been literally beaten into shape before being allowed the freedom to take on the
job. When performing their role as jefes, they identified with the army and its objectives -
they were the saviours and protectors who killed for the public good; in their own eyes (and
those of the army), their behaviour, then, was seen as moral and righteous.”* However,
most jefes, when they put down their guns and returned home to their roles as Indians,
agriculturalists and household heads, identified with their Indian neighbours who maintained
that murder was a heinous transgression. Thus the jefe moves back and forth, as it were,
between two worlds: the world of the Ladino soldier and the "offstage" world of the Indian,
in which he may have to answer for his behaviour in the former. To the extent that
oscillation existed (and this diminishes as jefes become increasingly distant from their
community through the carrying out of their role), there must also have been some confusion,
self doubt and, perhaps, self hatred. In order to avert this uncomfortable switch, some
remained behind the mask of the jefe even when at home, continuing with their tasks beyond
the line of duty.

According to Bettelheim (1986), the more absolute the tyranny, the more debilitated
the subject, the more tempting to him to "regain” strength by becoming part of the tyranny
and thus enjoy its power. In accepting all this, one can attain or regain some inner integration
through conformity. But the price one must pay is to identify, without reservation, with the
tyranny; in brief, to give up autonomy. People with the least strength for one reason or
another were those who sold themselves over to the army. Among these types were those
most frightened of dying, with the least inner strength, whose strength had not been fortified
by their family or were less able to meet a dangerous outside world on their own terms. They
were less likely to achieve security in their most intimate relations, so they had to make sure
that their world around them was friendly and supportive. They were, in turn, degraded by
the acts they were forced to commit, which they then blamed on the victims: "blaming others,

or outside conditions for one’s own misbehaviour may be the child’s privilege; if an adult
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denies responsibility for his own actions, it is another step toward personality disintegration”
(Bettelheim 1986:192). This analysis may apply more to Germans during the Third Reich
than to the Quiché who are socialized into putting responsibility outside of themselves,
perhaps as a result of centuries of having little control over their lives as a people or as

individuals.”® Nevertheless, I believe this process still applies, even if to a lesser degree.

Many self-appointed jefes sold themselves over by conforming to the desires of the
military State. Among them were men who no longer made a distinction between inward and
outward conformity because they were both one and the same: no self-censorship was
necessary because they were censored once and for all through their internalization of the
army’s forms and expression which imposed their form on allth expressions (cf. Bourdieu -
1991:138). Of all categories of villagers, jefes who volunteered for the position can be seen

to have given up the most autonomy.

It is important to point out that despite the psychological conformity and identification
with the soldiers or jefes on the part of any actor, occupying any position, there were also
strong defences that worked in the opposite direction. This was even so among those jefes
who appeared to "accept” their roles, for this did not necessarily entail "real" support,
devotion or consent understood in a psychological sense. Identification was not wholesale,

completely lacking or unwavering but varied according to time and context.

The ''training'’ and position of jefes

Villages had between four and ten jefes, depending on their size and how subversive
they were perceived to be (Emol had nine). Once the jefes were named, they were taken
away for three months’ "training”. The most villagers could tell me about this was that they
were taken to a particular military base in Quiché and that they were bravo (fierce) when they
returned. The men were brought back to the village by soldiers who installed them as jefes.
The military then built a patrol base (destacamento) at the main entrance to the village and
moved themselves in the church (when they eventually left, the church had blood stained
walls and broken windows)* from which they proceeded to give the new jefes six months

of what might be euphemistically called on the job training to ensure that they were
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sufﬁéiently brutal. It was during and immediately after this "probationary” period that the

worst internal violence occurred.

The jefe was to become the terror of ordinary Indian’s lives because, like the fascist
or torturer, he could turn his identity into violence and pain at random (Taussig 1987:3-72).
The patrol jefe’s daily relations with "his" community and its people vacillated from
camaraderie (amistad) and affection (carifio) to violent abuse and punishment. The violent
unpredictable seesawing is fairly characteristic of jefes, particularly of those installed when
the system was first established.

In the eyes of the local Indians, the ability to exert arbitrary physical violence
constitutes the basis of the jefe’s permanence as a powerful authority figure; the respect he
is accorded is based on fear, replacing traditional means of accruing respect. A jefe’s ability
to turn violent is a privilege constructed around historically specific forms of violence
practised among the Quiché (within the family; witchcraft /sorcery). This association is
attested to by people’s claims that some jefes were brujos (witches) as well as devils.
Interestingly, there is a continuity between the activities carried out by jefes and those carried
out by people in the early colonial period. Indeed, the practice of brujeria (witchcraft) could
have provided the cognitive schemas or representations of reality that served as a blueprint
for a jefe’s violent behaviour.”’ Brujos made demons enter people who then abducted
people and raped women (cf. Sahagtin 1950-1963). In some areas, the jefes’ power came from

villagers’ implicit permission for them to take over the malevolent power of witches (brujos).

The jefe’s possession of violent power not only resulted from his compliance with or
permission from the military but from his fluency in the historically distinct codes of political
legitimation, power and social difference corresponding to forms of social reproduction.
Relations of difference, constitutive of power, currently form a specific system of social
exchange based on the reciprocal social and territorial constitution of masculinity,

honour/respect and vengeance.

The military state offered its followers a new, tenuous identity through identification
with the Guatemalan state, and an equally suspect self-respect through its ideology of the
superior, military/Ladino race. These satisfactions were necessary for the State to gain
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complete external control of the individual without bringing about his immediate and utter
disintegration. It also provided the jefe with a sense of connection and support (see Staub
1989): it is more than likely that his friends resented his new found, illegitimate power and
the crimes he committed. The alliance the jefe made with the oficiales shattered his solidarity
with his own social group and reinforced his active co-operation with the military power (see
Walter 1969:286-7). Jefes from other villages became the in-group as the local jefe became
increasingly connected with the army and increasingly distanced from his fellow villages, who
became more other and inferior; it seemed that jefes who functioned "best" were those who
joined and supported each other, especially given that (at least initially) they had to overcome
some social prohibitions. Shared enmity emphasized the formation of community between
villages among designated segments (a process which was developing in Quiché prior to the
formation of the patrols; the catechization programme and popular movement also encouraged

this to a lesser degree).

The jefes’ estrangement from their communities was clearly demonstrated when an
amnesty (amnistia or amistad, friendship, another euphemism) was announced in 1986 by the
newly elected civilian president; the army’s position was perceived as being slightly weakened
and most jefes absconded to the coast, remaining there for several years. It was said they
feared vengeance‘from victims’ families; when they returned, they posted guards outside their
houses. Nonetheless, some were not too frightened to exercise the violent authority they had
accrued as jefes over the years: whilst having (officially) renounced their position, some

instructed the new jefes from behind the scenes.

Autonomy of jefes and patrollers

Men’s different roles in life before becoming jefes made them behave differently and
take on the role of jefe with greater or lesser gusto. Some jefes were unwilling accomplices
to military actions; they merely wanted "to make it through the night" (America’s Watch
1986:47). Jefes who were neither pro-military nor ambitious were presented with tremendous
dilemmas and little reward. Such jefes may have had to provide names to military officials
who needed to fill their quota of subversives in order to satisfy the higher echelons of the
system, thus becoming reluctant accessories to military actions. Co-opted young catechists

and health promoters (technicians) were more likely to be in this category. One unfortunate
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Jjefe from another village ended up in the army base (from which he never emerged) because

he was unable to completely disguise his reluctance to act as jefe.

A few jefes actually helped non-compliant patrollers by, for example, securing their
release from jail; one jefe, who had been a member of the local peasant union, was able to
help the widows in his village after their husbands were disappeared. Nor did all military
commissioners sympathize with the army: some occasionally played a protective role towards
their villages, using their position to find out who was on the army hit list and saving their
lives as a result. While I was in Quiché, a commissioner in a southern village which had
disbanded its patrol system was accused of being a subversive. It was clearly dangerous for
the individual jefe or commissioner to be seen to be circumventing the military’s intentions

and those who tried to help others showed great courage.

Many men who attempted to work against the dominant forces before La Violencia
were still opposed to the system; this was manifested in their opposition to the patrols, despite
the fact that they complied out of fear or peer pressure, performing their duties without having
internalized the army’s values. This was confirmed in one man’s statement that, excluding
the few who changed their minds (cambiar su cabeza), "the majority of the Catholic Action
people do not want to participate in the patrols”.

Some jefes committed atrocities because it was prudent to comply. When this is
combined with the exemplary punishment of the occasional act of defiance, such as the killing
of remiss patrollers, a kind of dramatization of power relations is realized. One may curse
such domination - preferably behind the scenes® - but one will, nevertheless, accommodate
oneself to its hard reality. The effect of reinforcing deportment in this way may be

behaviourally nearly indistinguishable from behaviour that arises from willing consent.

Less sadistic jefes were probably compensated less and probably suffered more with
guilt afterwards.” They consequently needed to provide more compelling reasons for their
need to kill victims other than the need to remain alive themselves. Loizos (1981:110-111)
writes that
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...in war [...] men feel free to do things they would be ashamed of
doing in their home towns or villages for fear of discovery and
punishment. They are free in two different senses: first, the
disorganization of war zones permits private acts of violence, and
secondly things may be done to enemies which will be shrugged off by
one’s own people. "It was war. They were enemies”.

In Guatemala during the time of chaos the former certainly seems to apply to many
people’s behaviour. But while the jefe who had internalized the idea that Indians who were
not aligned with them, were the "other", the subversives, the enemy, they never shrugged off
their murders like the Cypriots in Loizos’s study. There was instead tacit justification for the
killings. They never admitted to any killing whatsoever, at least not in public (although this
may have formed part of their hidden discourses among themselves) because they lived in

fear of persecution, although this never happened.

While some outwardly complied while retaining their former values, others gave
themselves up, at least on a symbolic level, and violated respected Quiché values. The jefe
who chose or was chosen to fulfil this role was no more free to be himself than the villagers
he terrorized. The jefe whose life had been threatened for "subversive" activities committed

before assuming the role faced a similar scenario.

The fact that the military forced the jefes to conduct atrocities, thus creating miasmas
of terror in their own villages, illustrates that jefes were also subordinate Indians; they too
were subject to most egregious persecutions. Sometimes elaboration was the jefe’s way of
privately asserting their independence from the army. The villagers’ way of subverting this
was, for example, to inform the army about the jefe’s violence. At these times it became
obvious that the jefes were not perceived as the real holders of power; the army triumphed
in becoming the saviours while the subaltern, the jefe, was labelled as vile. Being seen as
the saviours and at the same time the real holders of power imposed a limit on the military’s
violence: it had to be seen to control the jefe's further acts of violence. The army official’s
display of reprimanding the jefes did not, of course, put anend to the jefes’ violence. Perhaps
the fact that the meeting with the jefes occurred behind closed doors had something to do
with this.
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However, the army was unable to entirely control the repercussions of their domination
over the jefes nor the jefes over the patrollers. The military did not have complete control
over the ways that personal domination, including punishment, humiliation and exploitation
of villages, took shape on a local level.

Mario: profile of a mean jefe

Only one of the original collection of subalterns, Mario, an illiterate Indian aged
between 45 to 50 years, remained in "power” by the time I arrived in Emol. Mario, a former
brujo, : - had never fled nor relinquished his overt command. Mario demonstrated his power
and fearlessness (or perhaps merely his psychopathic tendencies) by staying put. He held
steadfast to the army’s view that he was ridding the community of "subversives" and

"bandits"; he was saving la patria from the evils of a godless, alien, marxist "infiltration".

Mario seemed to love authority. It was not known exactly how he had achieved his
position and speculation was rife. Dofia Josefina, illustrating recognition of the problem of
class as opposed to race, suggested that "Mario had contempt for the poor and that is why he
allied himself with the army”. Unlike most patrollers, Mario and some other jefes were
"those whose wisdom is evil" (itz’el u no’j). Others suggested that it was merely his
somewhat disreputable air which made him attractive to the army who had recognized his
capacities as a competent puppet. The most common interpretation was that he had plotted
to obtain the position and used his powers as a sorcerer (brujo) to obtain it, thus implying that

his desire for power was very strong.

Since securing office, Mario gained greater authority (than he had as a brujo) as he
had come to share the army’s twisted megalomaniacal illusions during his years in power.
His authority was facilitated by his brutal durability and smooth adeptness with the military
powers. One suspected that he was encouraged on his path by the military who, no doubt, ‘
had little respect for him but profited from his flair for sustaining order through terror. They
knew, as perhaps Mario himself sensed, that the army was the ultimate judicial authority.
Like other jefes, Mario accrued power over and above the civilian and supernatural

authorities.
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Through becoming a jefe, Mario was given an opportunity to climb from the depths
of subservience common to most Indians; he was also able to present a facade of exerting his
own will. His actual autonomy is restricted to a very limited sphere, largely defined by the
army, within which he operates with devastating effect. As Bourdieu (1991:27) says, once
agents have "established their own appearance of self-sufficiency, they can engage in the
verbal battles which characterize the political field with a certain degree of autonomy,
concealing from themselves and others the social bases upon which their power, and the

power of their words, depends”.

Perhaps Mario’s personality (and that of others like him) was already predisposed to
follow the codes of conduct which typified the system. Zimbardo (1969) has identified the
potentially assaultive over-controlled person who couples outward conformity with inner
alienation arising from a socialization process that exaggerates conformity to the rules of the
social system.* Both the collapse of traditional authority structures and the impotence of
the judicial system meant that there were no means of restraining such people when they lost
control, which they frequently did. Such people present a paradox particularly in the face of
the destruction of world views (as happened during La Violencia), for they seem to have a
strong need to identify with a strong authority.

Many Indian males are socialized into masculine violence through exposure to male
violence within the family; perhaps Mario’s parents were punitive towards him. I am
suggesting here that a relationship exists between masculinity and violence through the role
played by the family in the construction of a male identity in which violence is accorded a
socially sanctioned place. This is then given expression within the wider society.” Growing
up as an Indian, Mario learnt that others were hostile. Both his immediate experience of his
family and his experience as an Indian may have taught him the importance of allying himself
with the powerful. He may have been susceptible to taking on a violent male identity owing
to his personality and a strong identification with his father and other violent men he
-encountered in his environment as a youngster. Subsequently, because of his "training" by

the army and other factors, he easily turned against the powerless.

Whatever the reasons for it, what was different about Mario was his demeanour and

his way of strutting around the village. Also distinct was the venom and fear he inspired in
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many women and the venom which he himself exercised against fellow Indians who were just
like his former self. Women noticed how similar Mario was to the military in both his
behaviour and his attitudes towards "poor Indians" (humildes). The women suggested that
the military’s agenda which he leamnt as jefe were merely added to his own, which was
already different from that of the humble Indian. The following conversation between dofia
Flora and doiia Eugenia is representative of women’s malicious gossip concerning Mario, and

expresses their antipathy towards him and the women associated with him:

Doria Flora:
You know they say that this viejo (old one) who is in charge of justice
[jefe of the patrol] went [had sexual relations] with the wife of another.
He was doing lots of things with her ...they say that there are three
women with this viejo arrugada (wrinkled old one, Mario).

Doria Eugenia:
Jesus! Jesus!

Dorvia Flora:
And the woman [Mario’s wife] has a [female] worker who lives with
her.

Doria Eugenia:
Ahh [she says with admiration].

Doria Flora:
And the girl now has a baby.

Doria Eugenia:
She already has a child?

Dofiia Flora:
Yes, they say that the woman’s [Mario’s wife’s] daughters-in-law taunt
her, asking her who the father of the child is, but the wife denies it
because it is convenient for her. And the patrona [the woman for
whom she works, i.e., Mario’s wife] tells them not to bother the girl
asking them, "why are you interrogating her? She is my helper, she’s
the one who feeds my cows and sheep, you’ve no reason to ask her
questions”. She tells them "I’m here to attend to her [basic]
necessities”, and she does all she can to block her servant from
answering herself...I expect that the two of them are in cahoots
[implying that Mario’s wife allows him to commit adultery with the

girl].
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Mario identified readily with the army whose officials (oficiales) sometimes came
to the village and made speeches about the need to continue with the patrols. I had little way
of telling whether his identification with the powerful was deliberate, knowing, or
unconscious.”” It was impossible to discern how much of his performance of master and
saviour was part of an attempt to display a tenable performance which he thought mimicked
the soldier’s or how much of it had been internalized. Perhaps the way he behaved was
influenced by the negative image that the widows had of him: the image others have of us

also shapes our own images of ourselves (Mead cited in Bettelheim 1986:56).

By identifying with the violent Ladino soldier* and behaving like him, Mario too
became a Ladino, at least on some levels. My observations indicated that Mario imitated
those whose power he desired. He must have trained in order to make his body more like
a soldier’s; he was taller and more brawny than the average Indian and people described him
as even larger (cf. Watson 1971);* women suggested that like the soldiers he ate more meat
than the ordinary Indian. He did not go so far as to affix bits of soldier’s khaki* to his own
clothes although he had acquired an old pair of cast off army boots which I saw him wear
now and again; however, the second hand cast-offs worn by most Indian men were in notably
better condition. It seems he zealously endeavoured to copy the behaviours and learn the
cultural codes of Ladinos and soldiers (which did not necessarily overlap). He emulated their
beliefs (he attended the evangelical church which has been associated with the military state
since the presidency of Rfos Montt), public ceremonies, gestures and expressions. Recently,
for example he alleged that "human rights activists are killers".”” Bettelheim, describing a
similar phenomenon in Nazi Germany,”® concludes "only attempts to emulate the SS can

explain such behaviour" (1986:171).

As a consequence of his efforts to be a militarized Ladino, Mario seemed to think of
himself not as a servidor (servant) as most unassuming Indians do, but as a saviour or lord.
He appeared impervious to the hatred he engendered in widows, who claimed that he was still
a sorcerer (he had already had pretensions to authority then) and seemed oblivious to the

inevitable mockery of the military who were indifferent to his fate.

Scott (1990) suggests that there is a discrepancy between the "public transcripts”

deployed in the open exercise of power and the "hidden transcript" communicated securely
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and exclusively off-stage. He described George Orwell’s dilemma in the essay "Shooting an
Elephant": as the leading actor in the piece, Orwell realizes that he is a hollow puppet, a
mask. He also discerns the audience’s readiness to mock him should he not follow the
institutional script. However, Mario had more to fear than loss of reputation should he dare
to drop his mask; his private fear of loss of status or of life itself was more vital. He
therefore could not afford to let go of his role of jefe anywhere. Mario remained in this role
longer and more constantly than Orwell and in much more intimidating conditions and it is
therefore unlikely that he could not avoid being changed by his experience. The fact that he
relished his role as jefe would also suggest that he would more readily fit into it. So while
in the beginning Mario may have gone through the process of role switch and oscillation, with
time he became transformed in a way that was unlikely to occur among ordinary patrollers

or even some jefes.

Bettelheim writes (with reference to concentration camp inmates) that it was very
difficult to stay alive and unchanged inwardly, for efforts to avoid change endangered lives
(1986:127). However, Bettelheim’s distinction between outward compliance and the genuine
acceptance of values belonging to another morality is not clear. I would imagine that some
concentration camp internees, like men coerced into participating in the patrols, changed their
outward surface conduct while holding on to their beliefs from former times. It has become
increasingly evident as the patrollers resist carrying out their duties after eight years that
some, at least, were merely complying in order to remain alive without internalising the
army’s morality or even truly believing their rhetoric. Indeed, they may even be more
opposed to the whole system than ever, before having had to choke back their opposition to
the system for so many years and having seen that the pay-off is so low and even negative.
Among those who still continue, one cannot assume that they have internalized the army’s
values; those who resist patrol duty now-a-days are threatened with abduction and/or murder.
Moreover, perhaps their convictions are to some extent .. determined by the context in

which they find themselves; they are not necessarily fixed.

Mario was different because he seemed to have internalized the army’s norms rather
than merely conforming to them because it was prudent to do so. It was not that he had
internalized dominant norms which resonated with his own: he had elaborated his script (of

Jjefe and Ladino) on his own. Moreover, he seemed to carry it with him wherever he went,
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even into hidden domains; it seemed that the switch between the public and the hidden did

not occur to the same degree with Mario as with other vigilantes or even jefes.

I suggest that it was psychologically necessary for Mario to remain a Ladino at all
times. But in order to do this he had to kill and re-kill the Indian part of himself because he
was never able really to escape who he was. Mario achieved this by splitting® off and
objectifying that side of himself in others (who were Indian) and attempting to rid that side
in himself by literally killing other Indians;*® racism against Indians has resulted in a self-
hatred and a consequent need to exterminate. I contend that through murdering his own kind,
Mario symbolically killed a part of himself. The apparent ruthlessness with which he directed
- the massacre of village men whom he considered his subordinates sprang not only from his
fragile personality* or his obsequiousness towards the military but from his own desire to
destroy the Indian part of himself from which he wished to escape in order to achieve "real
progress". His public violence was unleashed against the Indian part of himself, at last
finding articulation of all that he had suppressed and which Indians had stifled for centuries.
Mario had the opportunity to unleash his frustrated anger; the problem is that it was released
against an object of displacement and not those who had been aggressive towards him. The
anger could not be completely dissipated because it still had to be quelled before the soldier
and real Ladino.

Mario was a complicated individual. He was not only a renegade and an accessory.
In some measure he himself must have become progressively convinced by army rhetoric and |
propaganda and the press that he was a protector of his space from the "subversives". His
illiteracy meant that he was particularly susceptible to the symbols provided by the army. He
did not have access to information which might refute their propaganda. Given that he saw
himself as aiding the process of protection of the community, i.e., preventing the subversives
from indoctrinating the Others in his community, and not that he was repressing them, he felt
free to act out his role blatantly. His perception of himself as different and less vulnerable
than the villagers to subversive indoctrination hid the fact that Mario, like his aggressors, was

genuinely afraid of subversion and of becoming subversive himself.

The jefes of Emol, of whom Mario was said to be the most brutal, went further than

army orders (and were conceited about this). It seems that Mario’s behaviour, like that of
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many other jefes of his ilk, arose from curious amalgam of a cult of obedience and complete
lack of control. There was an oscillation between the two and at times the latter had the
greater force. I was told that villagers called upon the army to help them stop the jefes. The
intensity of the aggression may be partially explained by the fact that Mario learnt the
violence from the soldiers who had previously attacked him (as an Indian) and saw that he
had the opportunity (as a Ladino) to exercise it with impunity. The power that the role of
Jjefe may have had on him is suggested by the work of Zimbardo et al. (1974) who claims that
such power can lead to greater devaluation and cruelty towards the other, especially when he

is degraded.®

There is little playing with the rules of the cultural game with people like Mario; he
was unlikely to be confident in his cultural identity (as either Indian or Ladino) which was
under threat. Mario, like other jefes, knew that his position did not rest on a collective belief
that it was legitimately his; nor was his position guaranteed by his installation as jefe or made
concrete by a uniform.*” There were connotations of insecurity from both sides, exacerbated
in recent years in Southern Quiché when the whole institution of the patrols came under

threat.* Some villages partially abandoned the system.*®

Mario feared demotion to the state of the "other", to the ranks of those he had killed.
This was particularly threatening after he had conducted kidnappings, torture and public
massacres, which had only been made possible by the construction of neighbours as
something "other".* Actions that publicly contradict the basis of power are threatening,
especially to someone like the jefe who has been put into a position of power on dubious
grounds. Therefore jefes like Mario lost all empathy with their fellow villagers; any softening
of attitude would have been noted by any other jefes or soldiers present and they would
swiftly have fallen from power. Their own survival depended on becoming and remaining -

to put it mildly - insensitive.

Like all oppressors, Mario was aware of the need to shield himself from those over
whom he felt he had power. He probably protected himself from retaliation both by means
of his powers as a sorcerer (brujo) and with a number of government informers (orejas).
Mario was not only less likely to be confronted by others because of this shield but in his

consistency he was also protected from self confrontation for his crimes. Perhaps if, like the
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ordinary patroller, he had switched back to being Indian he would have confronted the fact

that the crimes he had committed were against his own people.

My portrayal of Mario should not make him out to be a devil (although he was
certainly perceived by many to be one). He had much in common with other self-appointed
Jefes, among whom were many frustrated men who tasted power and were intoxicated by
it Staub writes that even self-selected perpetrators "evolve along a continuum of
destruction" (1989:18). Mario suffered from the well-known syndrome of prolonged and
unchallenged power and its symptoms were visible in him: dogmatic arrogance, clinging to

the levers of command,® regarding himself as above the law.

THE JEFE’S PRACTICES

The specifics of the violence varied not only between departments but also village by
village. They were determined by local peculiarities of culture, history (including extant
disputes within the village and between cantones of the same village) and the personalities

of individual jefes and comisionados.*®

Public Village Massacres

The injury that a crime inflicts upon the social body is the disorder that
it introduces into it, the scandal that it gives rise to, the example that
it gives, the incitement to repeat if it is not punished, and the
possibility of becoming wide-spread that it bears within it.

Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish

At first the actions of most jefes’ were motivated by a desire to save their own lives.
However, massacres conducted under army coercion affected the perpetrators, beginning a
process which the jefes continued in an apparently auto-suggestive fashion, having been
convinced that they had the ability to make further displays of power. The violence they
were forced to commit may have also resulted in what Lifton (1986) calls "psychic numbing",
an anaesthetizing of emotions which diminishes sensitivity to the suffering of others. The

massacre was also a most extreme form of degrading an already devalued population through
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dehumanizing them.® In fact, all Indians tend to be seen as a subhuman species by Ladinos;
by casting his lot with the army, the jefe may have seen himself as being "more" human.

The public massacre was the most dramatic rite of legitimation. It was also one of
the most effective ways of mortifying the Indian. Massacres reinforced the jefe’s violent
authority; the arbitrary boundary between him and other Indians was consecrated and the
established order was thus sanctioned. This is perhaps intended to be an identity-fixing event,
rather like the more gentle procedures described by Goffman (1961) who advanced the now
classic model that the induction of both inmates and their keepers into the closed institution
parallels rites of passage and establishes the total gauge of discipline in the institution.
Induction is an unavc;idable rite of defilement for the new inmate, who is stripped of many
outward components of pre-institutional identity. In many instances the new inmate, once
bereft of these identity components, has very few resources with which to counter this

massive socializing onslaught (ibid:18-30).

Dramatic displays of investiture of violent authority had the effect of transforming the
representation of heretofore more-or-less equivalent villagers into victims and perpetrators
(jefes).' Furthermore, they transformed the representation that the jefe had of himself and
the behaviour he felt obliged to adopt in order to conform to that representation. Given that
the group he was devaluing was in fact very similar to himself, he had to devalue them with

a vengeance in order to protect his own newly formed identity (see Staub 1989).

The massacre was an act of communication which signified to the jefe how he should
conduct himself in relation to the "enemy" and other scapegoated villagers while signifying
to the latter how he could act towards them. It also had the effect of discouraging the jefe
from deserting his role: if he crossed to the other side, he too could become the object of

violence rather than its agent.

The massacre atomized the horizontal links among the objects of this act (the
villagers) which had the effect of increasing mistrust and, hence, terror. The place of the
atomized, subsumed subject (the villager) is determined by a central authority (the jefe, who
is in turn under the military) (Foucault 1979). Atomization arose partly because of the
betrayal involved when one neighbour killed another while others stood by, paralysed and
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unable to act, protect or aid victims.”> Even if they could have acted, they may have

refrained because attempted interference could lead to execution.

Like other elements in a whole series of official rituals;”® the massacre quelled
villagers’ remaining will. There was no choice other than to comply with this rite. Families
and other villagers (many of whom were distantly related) became passive or more active
participants in these atrocities; the affective bonds between parent and child, husband and wife
were severed with the resultant reorganization of the family unit. As Argentine journalist
Jacobo Timmerman writes when witnessing the torture of his family, "suddenly an entire
culture based on familial love, devotion, the capacity for mutual sacrifice [the latter has most
resonance among the Quiché] collapses” (1981:148). Bystanders who passively observed the
massacres may even come to devalue the victims in order to justify their own passivity (Staub
1989).

Women felt as though they themselves were being sacrificed concurrently with the
slaughtering of their children. One woman said that it was as though she herself was being
killed.* This arises from the woman’s empathy and identification with the experiences of
her relatives who were beaten in front of her and the creation of an atmosphere of intense
exchange during the massacre in which the boundaries between the self and the other were

broken.

That victims played a part in their own destruction has been suggested by Arendt
(1958 a & b) (in relation to inmates of concentration campg) and others (e.g., Hilberg 1961,
Davidowicz 1975). In the present case, villagers, ordinary patrollers and especially widows
were usually passive, particularly in the presence of a jefe who, in turn, was passive before
a soldier. There are many reasons for this. They were denied the possibility of defending
themselves against the intense anxiety that results from seeing the intentions of harm-doers;
more importantly, victims face overwhelming brute force. As the continuum of annihilation
progresses, there is a parallel progression of psychological change in the victims. They give

up hope, moving along a continuum of victimization.

The massacres were the vehicle through which the body became the place where the

"atomists of pain" (Foucault 1979:11) exercised their practices.”® These practices and the
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acts of abduction which led to the "disappearance” of Indians (in fact, of Guatemalans from
all walks of life) were not simply methods of eliminating perceived enemies of the State:
rather, they must be seen as a process both constitutive of and expressing - although in a
negative and debased form - the cultural meaning of the totalization of society by the military.
The acts can be viewed as "cultural and psychological meta-messages conveying multiple
messages" (Scheper-Hughes 1987). She argues that the symbolics of political pain underline
the destructive and re-organizational agenda of the military operation (ibid:237). The
massacres in Guatemala were literalizations of the military’s fantasy of "re-organizing”" the

Guatemalan landscape of power relations.

Punishment of so-called transgressors via massacres, like the punishment of patrollers
who did not wholly comply, was less intended to punish them than to force all villagers to
do as the State wished: villagers were to refrain from involving themselves with the guerrillas,
the patroller was to cooperate with the patrol system and the jefe was to carry out massacres -

willingly. In this sense the process of massacre and abduction illuminates, in the form of
a new political ritual, the essential relationship between a totalitarian state and Quiché society:
Ladino power in relation to the Quiché has always given them the ability to exercise power
over the Indian. The tendency for Ladinos to devalue and assign Indians as other and inferior

is a longstanding precondition to harm them.*

The initial massacres which the army forced jefes to carry out on the bodies of others,
or ordered the jefes to force others to commit, were calculated collective spectacles of torture
in which entire families participated. Restructuring power relations thus involved

"reorganization” down to the level of the family and even the "self”.

Violent invasion of private space

The serious threats to women’s lives were the most severe form of chronic
intimidation from within the community. Threats of rape, abduction and massacre were
issued by the assassins of their male kin. Women knew these were not idle threats as they
had already been subjected to such experiences by both soldier and jefe.’” Threats of
kidnapping and killing of women and children were dealt out with a vengeance, especially

to widows who joined human rights organizations or "neutral” NGOs (non-governmental
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organizations). Women were threatened with having bombs dropped on their gatherings and
with being "disappeared” on the way to meetings. The jefes warned that they might be forced
to take them to the military base or kill them once and for all (de una vez). The jefes claimed
that guerrillas were connected to such organizations and were attempting to find increased
membership among the widows; they organized demonstrations against CONAVIGUA and
other organizations, forcing patrollers and other villagers to take part.

The jefes intimated that further violent acts were likely to occur, reminding women
of past incidents of violence against them. Allusions were made to particularly repugnant
incidents such as the case where a group of widows from a nearby village were left to perish
after being beaten and then shoved down latrines, structures which consist of deep holes

covered by cement cylinders and wooden tops.

The jefes created a plethora of social experiences of other indignities: control,
submission, humiliation, forced deference, sexual and labour exploitation, and punishment of
the widows. These affronts formed the foundations of women’s fear, anger, and resentment.
The jefes also tried to augment women’s sense of impotence, frustration and bile® by
flaunting their power, intruding in their houses™ and extracting goods, labour and services
from them, making sure that women knew that they could fulfil any violent or other whim
with impunity. It was noticeable that jefes such as Mario gained gratification from having

the absolute power to make others flinch.

The jefes’ monothematic message of silence - "don’t talk to anyone or your children
will be killed" - permeated the community. Women were threatened with further violence
against their children if they spoke about the atrocities or the clandestine graves.

The army attempted to indoctrinate school children by circulating flyers (see figures
1 & 2) depicting, for example, the guerrilla as the terror of the church and the patrols as its
saviour. In villages where men refused to participate in the patrols, children were asked
where their fathers were, the implication being that they might have gone with the guerrilla.
Children were encouraged to. spy on their parents, which robbed family life of its intimacy;
the knowledge that they could cause a parent’s death was intended to destroy the respect and

fear children have for their parents. Few children denounced a parent but the threat of it
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loomed large. On the rare occasions when such denunciations did occur, their terrible

consequences were made widely known and were enough to sow distrust.

Fear of denunciation from within damaged the family as a source of inner security;
dreading the consequences of whatuih;y” might do or say in front of other family members
was particularly destructive. This féar‘gripped parents and elders, weakening their security
within the home; it dried up the main source which fed their self respect and gave them a
sense of worth and thus of inner autonomy. The fear, more than the fact of betrayal by
children or mates, made it impossible to lower one’s defences even within one’s four walls.
Trust, which is the greatest value in intimate relations, became a danger instead of the relief
it should have been. It turned family life into an experience of continuous caution, of strain
of being on guard if not openly distrustful;® it became a weakening experience at a time
when it might have provided greater security. What is said here of the family was also true
to a lesser degree for less intimate group associations, which the jefes wamed were infiltrated

57 . informers.

The army’s invasion of private, previously safe places during La Violencia was
continued by the jefes. Time and space were also invaded. Many violent acts took place
under the cover of darkness; people are still being dragged from their homes for interrogation.
While the dark is traditionally feared, it became a time of increased insecurity when everyone
was at home in order to avert claims that they were engaged in seditious activity. The night
is normally a time when the villagers return to the home for the main family meal,

conversation, relaxation and sleep. It is also the time of some sacred rituals.

The home was woman’s main everyday sanctuary up to the time of La Violencia when
they were raped within in it, their relatives were "disappeared” from it. In Emol at the height
of La Violencia, soldiers killed women within their sweat baths (temascales). A naked
pregnant woman was taken away from her temascal during an army round up, and was never
seen again. Following or proceeding these acts, women were forced to abandon their homes,

which were then looted and razed to the ground.

The home became a space over which the two sides fought for the attention of those

within it. Some people said the guerrillas
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came to give their platicas (talks) to villagers in their homes at night (see chapter 3).
Desconocidos (unidentifiable men) came to the home, attempting to recruit influential and
other villagers; if unsuccessful, they sometimes returned to abduct them. Incidents such as
burning the houses of human rights members continued up to the time of my departure.
Someone told me they had recently been asked if their house could be used as a look-out post
by the guerrillas.

Another menacing strategy is the policing of the semi-open discussions of women (and
resisters of the patrols) in order to censor any indication of disloyalty, division or weakness
that would appear to improve the odds favouring those ready to stiffen their resistance to the

Jjefe’s domination.

THE CLIMATE OF FEAR

In the current situation in Quiché, the sensation of a general "climate of fear” is
attested in villager’s spoken words. The splintering of groups down to the level of the family
meant that villagers could no longer discern a single frontier; rather, there were many, perhaps
innumerable, confused frontiers which stretched between them. The enemy might even reside
within one’s (extended) family, which was said to have become disintegrated (cjch quieb pa
choch). The solidarity formed in the early 1980s, already fragmented through suspicion of
betrayals among villagers before the formation of the patrols, was degraded further. The
hoped-for allies were no longer there. No one really felt secure in knowing who was friend

or foe.

I had the impression that, for different reasons and to different degrees, everyone in
Quiché was afraid. Overriding fear has not been exclusive to the subordinated widow; the
development of social forces (popular movements, human rights, women’s groups) may exert
a reverse threat of sanctions which may cause ruling people (patrol jefes) to fear the people

and become apprehensive about the loss of power and privilege.

The jefes, patrollers and widows are all Indians subject to government terror,
manipulation and to the internalization of imposed language. This became apparent when

soldiers arrived and the jefes suddenly stepped into line; their relation with the army was
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perhaps not that dissimilar to the basic way widows complied with them. However, the

scripts they were meant to follow as participants in La Violencia were not the same.

There was fear on both sides. The widows fear further violent acts by the jefes and
some patrollers; the patrols are afraid of what the army and jefes might do to them; they, in
turn, terrorize each other and the people of their hamlet. Any action that might remotely
suggest connection with the guerrillas - leaving town, collaborating too closely with the
church, hiding relatives - is reported to the army.® To suggest that ideas about guerrillas
enabled hoards of villagers to be put under control is very much in keeping with Foucault’s
(1972) analysis of the discipline of society. The jefes, taking their cue from the army, saw

‘guerrillaness‘ as spreading like a disease.

Anxiety was another motive for conformity and non-action on the part of the widow,
the patroller and jefe. People’s own anxiety forced them to conform to the law of the jefes.
It was notable that most patrollers continued to serve the system even after they discovered
that they were not legally obliged to I{sdg, though this may have been partially due to some
identification with the army’s values, personal gain and sadism. Apart from a few courageous
men, most men continued to comply because they saw that those who didn’t were killed,
kidnapped or made into pariahs of the community. A less serious example of this was
provided by a young man who lived in the town: he felt that he could not return to his village
because he was a afraid of the "hatred in the peoples’ eyes" which, he told me, was fuelled
by the fact that he had left to study for a short while and had not carried out the patrol.

The reason why the patrol system was so effective in breaking horizontal relations and
as a result destroying community relations can be found in Wolf’s (196¢) thesis of closed
corporate communities. Expectations were built up in the Indian since éarly childhood that
those inside the community were relatively benign (especially within the family) and those
outside were dangerous. This was a prime motivating force of community life. Such
understandings do not change overnight, even if people no longer match the changes in life
situations. It is not easy to stop seeking security where one has always found it. So the
Quiché continued to seek security in their homes and their communities and in the relations

therein, even when they knew, at one level, that it was no longer there.%

156



To hope and look for something so important as security, self-respect and respect from
others - in short for the experiences that breed autonomy - in situations that do not offer them,
means only one thing: the person has to realize that he is totally mistaken in the way he is
going after what, after bare necessities, is most important to his survival as a human being.
Bettelheim writes that "at this point we can see the psychological appeal of tyranny”
(1986:293).

Women’s fear

Women’s constant fear that La Violencia was about to return was fed by sporadic
news of violence committed by either the military 67 guerrilla in other areas of Guatemala.
Although women gave me the impression that they felt perpetually threatened by the jefes,
after such news their fear intensified. Yet despite the devastating destruction directly
perpetrated by the army, the women felt that their worst enemies were the jefes and their
informers.®® Soldiers would descend like an unpredictable, destructive tornado and one lived
in constant dread of them but there were hours of respite in between, whereas the jefes
exerted pressure without abatement; women felt it continuously, especially at night when they

were most likely to descend.

Women’s reported experiences of being treated like subversives were based on reality:
women had also been tortured and disappeared. Their anxiety was exacerbated by the fact
that soldiers and policemen (judiciales) were never arrested. Although men too lived with the
fear of death and disappearance, to which they were actually subject with far greater
frequency than women, their experiences were different because of gender; men were not
assaulted by continuous violence from the same directions. Nor did similar acts resonate with
them in the same way: their family histories may have contained memories of, for example,
violent, drunken fathers who abused their wives.* I expect that grown sons, unless they
were unusually close to their mothers, would not identify with the position of victim in the
same way that adult daughters would (Quiché children are encouraged to identify with adults

of the same gender).

The source of women’s anxiety concerning the jefes who they saw daily, was complex.

They feared that the jefes would kill them; they were also afraid that they might become like
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them by, for example, taking revenge, something which they sometimes expressed in their
fantasies. The easiest way to quiet such anxiety was to believe that one was made of
"different stuff” and could never fall so low.

The mere presence of the jefes, particularly murderers such as Mario, is a continuing
source of intimidation. Mario was seen by some to be the sole mover of the massacres in
Emol and the person behind the persecution and intimidation to which widows were
continually subjected. Ex-jefes who murdered were intimidating even when they were no
longer in command. This intimidation was exacerbated when women "fell into" a position
of dependency and prostitution®® with the jefe. They perhaps did this because of conscious
fear or the unconscious drive to act according to the role they were assigned or to please the
authority. A woman may even be flattered by such attention (this may have happened in the
case of one widow who herself intimated this). It is with trepidation that I suggest that there
may have been a few widows, demor%zcd by a recent history of abuse which resonated with
their own personal history of abuse&elicited further abuse.®

More sixbtle, forms of intimidation

The resonance of various forms of intimidation according to one’s 'habitus’ is also
relevant to the present discussion. Intimidation is "a symbolic violence which is not aware
of what it is (to the extent that it implies no act of inﬁmidation%:aa{g :‘)/x/;ic)ﬁ be exerted on a
person predisposed (in her "habitus’) to feel it, whereas others will ignore it. It is already
partly true to say that the cause of the timidity lies in the relation between the situation or the
intimidating person (who may deny any intimidating intention) and the person intimidated,
or rather between the social conditions of the production of each of them. And little by little,
one has to take account thereby of the whole social structure” (Bourdieu 1991:51).

There is every reason to think that the factors which are most influential in the
formation of the ‘habitus’ are transmitted without passing through discourse and
consciousness, but through suggestions inscribed in the most apparently insignificant aspects
of the things, situations and practices of everyday life. Thus the modalities of practices, the
ways of looking, sitting and standing, keeping silent or speaking ("reproachful looks" or
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"tones", "disapproving glances" and so on) are full of injunctions that are powerful and hard

to resist precisely because they are silent and insidious, insistent and insinuating.

Bourdieu claims that "the power of suggestion which is exerted through things and
persons and which, instead of telling the child what he must do, tells him what he is, and thus
leads him to become durably what he has to be, is the condition for the effectiveness of all
kinds of symbolic power that will subsequently be able to operate on a "habitus’ predisposed
to respond to them" (1991:12). In a world which privileges Ladinos and exercises racism
against Indians, a Quiché person is already predisposed to respond to various forms of
symbolic power for all that which impinged on him as an Indian. But in a situation of
atrocity and intimidation, victims are worn down and regress to child-like states so that their
"habitus" is more vulnerable to further manipulation. For example, telling the widow 4hat
she is "the wife of a guerrilla" with the life—ﬂlreatening danger this implies, means that over
time she may even be resocialized to respond to the jefes. Sometimes she may be conditioned
to respond to the jefes as if she was, for example, truly guilty. The jefe and the patroller who
have also been diminished have likewise been made susceptible.

The jefe’s fear

What the jefes feared changed over time. For example, their fears of vengeful
witchcraft attacks were succeeded by fears of justice being brought to bear by trial. These
fears led Emol jefes to massacre the village’s brujos (witches) to prevent victims’ relatives
from seeking revenge through brujeria (witchcraft). Later, the jefes feared that the widows’
memories of their perpetration of criminal atrocities would be exposed. The jefes’ fear of
justice arose more from the rhetoric of human rights agencies than from the government; the

judicial system had not been used properly since La Violencia began in the late 1970s.

Less psychopathic and sadistic jefes perhaps retained their residual beliefs that the
ancestors would ultimately punish them on the day of reckoning. Mario’s conversion to
protestantism and his identification with the Ladino army and their "modern" ideas was a
rejection and an attack (sometimes literally against those who did not convert) against Indian
elements. This can be seen in part as a reaction against his fear of the malicious ghosts of

the men he murdered (see chapter 10); he had to stiffen his nerves by denial of their efficacy
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and reality. The Protestant jefes and Indian soldiers did not always accomplish this denial:
shamans told me that these authorities asked them to perform rituals of protection for them

against anticipated ancestral punishment and suspected witchcraft revenge attacks.

Most jefes feared the widows because they were outside their direct control; hence the
unrelenting assault directed against them. Particularly vulnerable to persistent harassment and
worse were widows the jefe considered especially threatening - leaders of one form or
another such as shamans (aj g’ijs), women who refused to convert to protestantism, members
of the women’s group CONAVIGUA, and the human rights groups GAM and CERJ - who
were threatened with annihilation.*” It was the jefe’s fear of these widows that made him
more determined to control them.

The feeling of camaraderie between women whose husbands had been "organized"®
or killed by the same side, the "same head" (mind), already weakened by minimal life
conditions and the splitting of the community resulting from La Violencia, was further
weakened by suspicions that surviving men may have betrayed the widows’ husbands. This
was exacerbated in some communities by patrol jefes and military commissioners who

fomented suspicion among women in order to discourage them from becoming a strong force.

CONCLUSION

Militarization adapted to Quiché society, but also the latter adapted to militarization;
in their day-to-day choices,” individuals took account of the demands made by the army and
the resources it offered, assessing in turn what it was opportune to accept and what not.
Certainly, this took place within the margins allowed, but it left significant room for

manocuvre.

It should be clear from the foregoing discussion that through their training and their
own practices, the jefes followed a script of violence that, nétwithstanding the common
practice of witchcraft, was relatively unprecedented for the Quiché male.” Violence and
masculinity were more closely intertwined within the macho military culture than within the
Quiché culture. That the jefes and ordinary peasant patrollers initially followed their scripts
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without much variation upon the theme was due in part to the pressure to conform which
exists in Quiché society even under "ordinary” circumstances. Once sanctions on behaviour
were relaxed through the assassination of traditional power holders, many jefes felt free to

embellish the army’s script and embark on a personal reign of terror.

There were also considerable variations between one jefe (or commissioner) and
n

another; not all vigilantes are evil, as has been noted by other writers.” Among those jefes
who were less severe were men who attempted to mediate rather than merely act as the state’s
puppets. Their example shows the possibility of actively choosing not to stoop to
compromise at whatever price. It also shows the less conscious operation of a person’s
’habitus’. Some intermediaries, normally people in positions of minor power such as local
village or town mayors, catechists and health promoters, "did nothing evil" but instead saved
many people. Carmack (1988) and Stoll (1992) write about (and I myself heard of) a few
cases where even patrol jefes and village military commissioners either tumed a blind eye,
gave a helping hand or failed to report on people out of friendship, goodness of heart or
calculated self-interest.” The sociological, historical and psychological reasons for this are
probably multifaceted, particularly as we are dealing with different areas of Guatemala, albeit
all within the department of El Quiché. These men may have been, for example, guerrilla
collaborators or catechists whose lives would have been threatened if they did not show active
sympathy with the army’s pursuit. Others, who may initially have been bystanders, later
became jefes when most of the original ones fled for their lives. Others such as Mario,

became perpetrators as a result of their personality or predilection to kill. He was not an

exception but merely one of the more violent jefes.

The local character of violence exercised by the jefe was to some extent determined
by the way the local population reacted. This may have been out of conscious decision and,
also, their "habitus’. In other, less obviously dynamic situations, one can imagine that, on the
one hand, a more readily subservient local population might be punished less than one where
the jefe felt the need to continually reassert his authority. However, on the other hand, one
can also conceive of a situation where the jefe’s bravado was called by resistance where he
might then acquiesce. Although there were situations of the latter type (see chapter 8), I
assume that the state maximizes on local violence and that the endemic anomie, for example,
helps further its goals.
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Like the widow, the jefe is ultimately forced into submission because he is a subaltern

and his higher position in the echelon means that he is controlled by both sides, both by his

superiors (the army) and the widow. In su'm, the forcing of villagers in all positions in one

way or another, therefore, reflects the "adjustment” to the tyrannical system of the military

2.

‘and its local manifestations.
1.

Chief or Commander.

In 1988 the name of this institution was changed to Comité Voluntarios de Defensa
Civil (CDVC) to emphasize that the system was voluntary although in reality it was
obligatory.

One might imagine that the Indian, with his newly acceded position, is different in
degree if not kind from the Ladino soldier who had endured elite status. As Staub
(1989:226) writes in relation to the Argentinean army, they protected their status and
position as part of a belief system and world view, within which their long held elite
status had become their inalienable, "natural” right.

Some writers (eg, Jonas 1991, Falla 1984) have pointed to the genocidal nature of La
Violencia.

Military commissioners are civil agents of the army who serve under army discipline -

usually local villagers who have served two years in the army. The town-based head
of the commissioners is often a Ladino. America’s Watch (1986) reports that local
commissioners in the smaller towns are self appointed; in Emol, commissioners are
elected and invariably Indians. Some men may have wished to refuse the appointment
(two years’ army service does not necessarily imply army sympathies) but refusal led
to being considered a "subversive". In some places the commissioners are said to take
the place of the army.

This propaganda programme offered peasants a choice between death or flight
(bullets) or military "protection" including limited hand-outs (beans) in army-
controlled areas.

America’s Watch (1986) reports that the typical structure is:

military zone commander
lieutenant of local detachment
head of the military commissioners
military commissioner

Jefe of the civil patrol

Jjefe of the civil patrol battalion
Jjefe of the civil patrol platoon

Nk
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10.

11.

12.

13.

~

't

8. Jefe of the civil patrol squadron
9. rank-and-file civil patrol member

Unofficially old men and boys as young as ten years of age would also carry out the
patrols with sometimes disastrous consequences - while I was in Quiché one boy
accidentally shot and killed another. Many of the boys, and some enfeebled men,
were not taught how to use the patroller’s rifles. One newly appointed commissioner
shot himself in the foot in 1990 shortly after new weapons were delivered to the
village.

They were forced to carry out nonsensical tasks such as carrying rocks from one place
to another and then back again. Performing such meaningless tasks was degrading,
given that one of the strongest Quiché values is to work hard and not to waste time
doing things por gusto (just for the sake of it).

The military’s representation of "communism" bore no relationship to the guerrilla
leadership’s professed Marxist Leninism which in turn had little relevance to most
Indians who joined the "organizations" for various reasons described in Chapter 2.
Hence many people’s genuine bewilderment regarding the death of their relatives, who
had "only" been involved in X or Y.

It was less usual for shamans to be among the massacred; reasons for this had more
to do with the local patrol leaders in Emol than army orders.

Identity in respect to one’s physical location has been more important than any
essence or being among the Quiché. There is no verb for being in the Quiché
language.

’

The method creates a social condition that closes alternative chances of action until
the individual must choose between two evils, both of which would be rejected in an
"open" situation. As people move to avoid the more noxious alternative, the struggle
mobilizes their energies and they actively co-operate with political authority to gain
the positive increment of the lesser evil. The incentives to co-operate may be
increased if the increment appears as a relative advantage, and if an individual must
compete with his fellows to seize it. In that case, the subjective alliance he makes
with the officials shatters the solidarity of his own social group and reinforces his
active co-operation with despotic power" (Walter 1969:286-7). Barnard (1968)
understood that force may be used when authority does not secure voluntary co-
operation, and that force creates a new authority when the coercion is accepted.

- Coercive authority offering a "forced choice," then, may also elicit active cooperation.

163



14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Historical factors may also explain the ease with which the population was herded
easily into this system. It was not the first time Guatemalan Indians have been forced
to give their labour. The original system of forced labour, the encomienda, gave
individual Spaniards the right to the labour and tribute of whole Indian villages. The
encomienda system eventually evolved into the repartimiento system in the late
sixteenth century. The only difference between them was that under the latter,
villages were forced to pay tribute to the Spanish Crown instead of individual land
owners as a means of assuring the success of colonial society (America’s Watch
1986).

The concept of autonomy has to do with a person’s ability to govern him[her]self and
with a conscientious search for meaning despite the realization that, as far as we
know, there is no purpose to one’s life. It is a concept that does not imply a revolt
against authority qua authority, but rather a quiet acting out of inner conviction, not
out of convenience or resentment or because of external pressure or controls.

Military presidents justified their killing of civilians. Rfos Montt claimed that "the
problem of war is not just a question of who is shooting. For each one who is
shooting there are ten working behind him." His press secretary, Francisco Bianchi,
continued: "The guerrillas won over many Indian collaborators. Therefore the Indians
were subversives. And how could you fight subversion? Clearly you had to kill
Indians because they were collaborating with subversion. And then it would be said
that you were killing innocent people. But they were not innocent, they had sold out
to subversion" (Amnesty International 1987:96).

People with developmental delays and physical handicaps were inducted into the
patrols. Only the most incapacitated men were excused. Surprisingly, I only met one
man who was no longer able to carry out the patrols at all. He had always been of a
rather fragile disposition and the torment he received from the jefes and other
patrollers caused him to suffer a break from reality from which he never recovered.
He remained bed ridden and incontinent.

A foreign diplomat revealed to Carmack (1988:63):

Patrols from six small villages went to the town of Chijtinimit
[Chichicastenango, El Quiché] in July and August of 1983 and confronted the
local patrol with a list of villagers whom they suspected of being subversive.
The visiting patrols threatened to attack the town if the local patrol did not
execute the reputed leftists, so the patrol complied by killing 25 of their own
men.

See America’s Watch (1986) for other examples of Improvement Committee members
being instrumental in imposing order.
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20.

21.

22

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.
28.

It should also be mentioned that in some villages (at least in recent years), individuals
occupying different and even the same roles might have aims which are antagonistic
to one another.

This is a psychological process whereby the subject assimilates an aspect, property or
attribute of the other and is transformed, wholly or partially, after the model the other
provides. It is by means of a series of identifications that the personality is
constituted and specified.

For example, some men from the village were the black hooded men who pointed out
their comparieros in the market square who were then "disappeared".

e.g., Rigby 1969. This has also been described within the psycho-analytic literature
as a defence mechanism, for example, by Anna Freud (1936): faced with an external
threat, the subject identifies himself with his aggressor. He may do this either by
appropriating the aggression itself, by physical or moral emulation of the aggressor,
or by adopting particular symbols of power by which the aggressor is designated.
Anna Freud describes the variety, complexity and compass of the mechanisms of
defence including repression, projection and turning against the self, among others.

In reversals of morality, leaders of mass killings often come to regard their actions as
good, right and desirable (Staub 1989).

This is reflected in the concept of destiny, or suerte. See chapter 9.

The church (tjaa dios) is "the house of god"; tjaa X is "the house of X", the village
patron saint, their saintly protector seen to be erected by long forgotten ancestors. The
Emolians used to come to the church to pray to the images of Catholic saints, Christ
and the Virgin Mary for protection from the dangers and uncertainties of an often
hostile world. This house had been proof that even as times changed, the past could
live on into the present - it had been a familiar abode in an increasingly uncertain
world but now that abode itself became uncertain.

See Heusmann & Eron 1984.

To some extent the lack of blood vengeance among the Quiché may be more apparent
than real, for anger over a murder is as potent as any other cause for hatred and may
have repercussions for the future. On rare occasions it was intimated that witchcraft
and sorcery were performed against the jefes although people were generally reluctant
to admit that they knew anything about such malevolent practices lest they themselves
be suspected of them.
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29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34,

35.
36.

37.

38.

One shaman told me he had several patrollers, including jefes, among his clients and
that some Indian soldiers came to him repeatedly to "confess" their crimes and ask the
ancestors for "protection”.

These people must deny or repress all hostility and are generally unresponsive even
to extreme provocation; "but when they finally attack...their actions tend to be
extremely assaultive”. Zimbardo’s psychological analysis can be applied not only to
individuals such as Mario but, because of its emphasis on conformity and the denial
of hostility (notwithstanding witchcraft, which can be seen as a form of aggressive
response), to Quiché society as a whole. Zimbardo claims that if an assault occurs it
is towards the one who showed aggression in the first place. But the Indian jefe did
not have the power to assault the army, for he was an accessory and inferior. Staub
suggests that a culturally induced respect for authority can join with governmental
propaganda and repression in creating uniform views about events (1969:65).

See McKendrick and Hoffman (1990): the experience of violence in the home may
become perpetuated in wider society in many forms.

The soldieswho oversaw the local municipal unit.

I did not try and speak to him because I too felt terrorized by him. I first encountered
him running towards me with gun pointed, execrably accusing me of being a gringa
de Esparia (foreigner from Spain) who was in collaboration with a group of people
who had apparently just stolen the guns from the police in a nearby municipio.

It should be noted, however, that the army has many Indian recruits. Up to 20% of
all rural Indian young men between the ages of 18-24 are forcibly conscripted; they
are "invisible" in that they sent to areas of Guatemala away from their homes where
they generally do not speak the local dialect.

Watson (ibid.) observed the close connection in the local mind of the Tairora between
size and power. In Guatemala, Ladinos are generally taller than the Indians.

Bettelheim (1986) describes how prisoners arrogated to themselves bits of the S§’
uniform onto their own.

In May 1989 one villager was ordered to kill five CERJ members on these grounds.

Bettelheim describes prisoners’ acceptance of the SS’s language. Such rituals are not
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39.

41.

42.

. 43,

45.

46.

uncommon e.g., the SS and Greek torturers had rituals of group identification and a
special language (Gibson & Haritos-Fatquros 1986).

The term splitting as used in psychiatry and psychoanalysis is varied. It was used by
Freud among others to evoke the fact that man/woman, in one respect or another, is
divided within him/herself. Projection is the process through which that which is split
off is thrust upon another person or situation.

This was also due to the ideological work of "objectification” (which is linked to that
of "displacement”, the extroversion of aggression, frustration, grievances etc.) on
external agencies. I cannot say with any certainty that such processes which are
explained in western psychoanalytic literature apply to Mayan Indians or, more
specifically, Mario.

Bettelheim contends that "unintegrated, asocial tendencies are always present in man;
under certain circumstances the inhibitions controlling them break down and they
appear openly, unrestrained; having to be in the concentration camp leads to a
breakdown of these inhibiting forces; if different persons react differently, if the
inhibitions of some stand up while those of others fail, if some even strengthen their
defences against behaving asocially, it can all be ascribed to their different life
histories or personality make-up" (1986:16).

Toch (1965) writes that the changes which occur with becoming a member of a group
is greater in groups which have the same characteristics as the patrols i.e., those that
exert more control over members and require more total commitment, more extreme
actions.

The patrollers’ obligatory uniform consisted of a straw hat, repainted green or
camouflage, and a tee-shirt stamped with the local patrol emblem and their "company”
number and name of their town.

By mid-1989, at least 7,000 Indians were refusing patrol duty, despite retribution -
assassination, kidnapping, intimidation, etc (Jonas 1991:185).

President Cerezo had campaigned on a guarantee to permit villagers to vote on
whether or not to preserve the PAC but did not realize this in the face of army
resistance.

Sadism aside, in order for one villager to wish to kill another it seems necessary for
them to believe that there is a separateness, a boundary, an inferiority of the victim
in comparison to the persecutor. They needed to believe that they do not share
solidary relations nor common substance, and that they are not the same category of
person. Indeed, the killings may have been most problematic for those "ordinary"
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47.

48.

49,

50.

S1.

52.

villagers forced to kill other villagers by order of the jefes because they had not made
this mental leap and saw no difference between themselves and those they were forced
to kill. It is not that villagers had never been violent towards each other: it had been
regular practice to solicit witch-craft, which is said to kill, though this would have
been against a perceived enemy, someone who was therefore not necessarily the same
category of person or who needed to be taught a lesson.

America’s Watch (1986) reports on another self-selected jefe in a village in southern
Quiché (Chichicastenango). This man, a former guerrilla, had been dissatisfied with
the level of power allotted to him by the guerrilla and therefore turned himself in
voluntarily to the army and joined the civil patrols. He then began to terrorize the
local population raping widows and threatening villagers. He would go around saying
"I used to be the guerrillas’ mother and now I'm the army’s” (ibid:35).

In the colonial period, Indians more adept at Spanish legalities soon replaced the
fading Quiché aristocracy as community leaders but, unlike the old regime, these
Indians acquired their power by adapting to the newly imposed colonial order and thus
had a certain interest in its survival. It also appears that many of these new Indian
caciques, or political bosses, were no more averse to abusing their fellows than were
the Spanish encomenderos.

Stoll writes that in Ixil country, refugees who fell under the army’s control were
drafted into "civil patrols" which were then sent out against the insurgents, who
retaliated with massacres of their own (1992:4). In southern Quiché whether the
patrols’ attacks on so-called subversives were motivated by the army or were carried
out on their own initiative is a moot point. Many widows perceived the latter to be
the case.

Denial of humanity to the victims enabled the perpetrators to conduct the massacres
with greater ease.

The ordinary patroller, i.e., any village man, became either perpetrator or victim
depending on whether he was on duty or not.

Montejo (1987) gives one villager’s account of this situation:

One villager stood, waiting to be killed by the army, having been erroneously
accused of being a guerrilla. He turned to other villagers who he thought
could have saved his skin by telling the army that he was innocent. As he
tried to catch the eyes of others they averted their gaze. Finally, he caught the
attention of one man who looked at him reacting as though the devil himself
had peered at him and he said, softly, knowing what it was he wanted, "I am
afraid" and with that he walked away.
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53.

54.

55.

56.

37.

38.

59.

61.

7 /‘

Tambiah argues that "all ritual, whatever the idiom, is addressed to the human
participants and uses a technique which attempts to re-structure and integrate the
minds and emotions of the actors. The technique combines verbal and non-verbal
behaviour and exploits their special properties” (1968:202).

Many of Quiché women’s roles are care focused, more so than the Western woman’s.
I therefore conjecture that their capacity for empathy may be greater than ours and the
thwarting of her care-giving, to put it euphemistically, possibly even more devastating.

Foucault has devoted considerable attention to the phenomenon of torture and public
execution in European social history, observing: "The function of the public torture
and execution was to reveal the truth; and in this respect it continued,in the public
eye, the work of the judicial torture conducted in private. It added to the conviction
the signature of the convicted man. A successful public execution justified justice, in
that it published the truth of the crime in the very body of the man to be executed”
(Foucault 1979:44).

This is a prevailing human tendency as is the process of scapegoating (see Staub
1989:48-49).

cf. Manz 1988:92 for accounts of rape which occurred in Huehuetenango during La
Violencia.

Women complained of facial discolouration (dark brown marks) which they claimed
resulted from problems of the higado (liver) arising from enogjo (anger/aiwal).

The army and jefé' looting of empty homes and their continued incursions while

women are present therefore has particular significance to the Quiché. Bunster-Burroto

(1986:304) suggests that such intrusions are an "assault on a woman’s sense of self

and a, manipulation of her traditional role as wife and mother. The protection and

refuge of the home is shattered, and the control and coherence she maintained in the
intimate sphere of the home is destroyed as well."

Witchcraft was not practised between nuclear family members as far as I could tell,
so this was a major difference which went beyond the repercussion of denunciation.

Carmack notes that the Patrollers of the municipio capital of El Quiché, Santa Cruz,
are directly tied to the co-called G2, or intelligence, agents of the military base
(1988:64).
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62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

Another additional factor is written about by Bettelheim whose main thesis in "The
Informed Heart" is that a repressive regime can so disintegrate the personality of
adults that they can "firmly believe what they would know to be false if their anxiety
permitted them to know it" (1986:290).

at
Stoll writes that local discourse in Nebaj emphasizes [the external origin of the

violence is exculpatory, to deflect blame from local men who committed crimes under
duress from external forces (1992:266). In southern Quiché there is more of a

~ deflection from the outside to local origins of the violence which is not seen in

political terms but in terms of envy. I surmise that villager's’ discourse of locally
motivated non-political violence is in part due to ~the¢/~  attempt to protect
themselves from incurring further political attack or from being denounced as an army
or guerrilla spy.

An act which would frequently be seen by children, because houses were often
comprised of one room.

Widows sexually exploited by the jefes were accused of being prostitutes by the jefe’s
wives. See chapter 6.

cf. Wagley for an instance of rape of a widow in the same department before La
Violencia (1949:36).

Some widows who did not want their sons to patrol when the grow up, were also
members of CERJ. CERIJ also supported the widows who were increasingly harassed
as the human rights groups’ membership grew. For example, the head of this
organization, Amilcar Mendez, made an investigative trip to the village of Parraxtut,
Sacapulas in Quiché when the president of CONAVIGUA in that village was shot
dead in her home.

Villagers are warned not to become involved with all of these organizations which the
army . . deem as "guerrilla" organizations. In 1990 four Indians were "disappeared”
after being abducted from an estate in Suchitepéquez department by soldiers. Before
the men "disappeared” the army had organized national press conferences at which
they produced people they described as guerrilla defectors who accused CERJ of links
with the armed opposition. Videos of the statements were then shown throughout the
areas where CERJ is active and the army warned the villagers that they would be
killed unless they denounced CERJ organizers (Amnesty International report 1990b).
In July 1990 a GAM member was abducted and murdered (ibid).

In secure contexts, dofia Flora would spontaneously label people who had been
"organizados" and those who had not. It was apparent that she trusted those who had,
although her attempts to be a "good Christian" led her to help those who had not.
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On the importance of subjective choices, —: Barth’s (1981) analysis is crucial. This
emphasizes the role of values and intentionality in shaping behaviour. Pertinent in
relatjggfo my analysis is his principle that choice is not synonymous with freedom
and/men and women rarely make choices under circumstances of their own making.

It was the ability to perform violent acts without punishment which differentiates the
Jefe’s violence from that Indian who might share the culture of Quiché masculine
violence (such as the violence exercised towards women); their respective positions
relative to the State places him in a different position with respect to the ability to
exercise Ladino (state) violence. '

For example, Manz 1988, Carmack 1988, and Stoll 1992.

For example Carmack (1988) recounts a situation where a jefe did not want to kill
people from his village but then a decision was made on the level of the village that

-the few should be killed because,if not,the entire village would be likely to perish. -

More recently, when I was in Quiché, one comisionado received death threats for his
support of the dissolution of the patrol system in his village.
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Plate 5: Woman working
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Chapter 6
Women’s Lives as Widows (Malca’nib)1

Dofia Eugenia:

We feel undermined because no one cares for us. They call us "women
without men". In this way they deride us. They gossip about us when
we are forced to work the milpa (corn field) because our men are not
here and we have no money to pay for a mozo (worker). There are so
many splits in the community these days that we do not receive help
from others. Before, everyone helped each other. We would join
together, lend a hand to those who needed it...But not any more.

Don Alberto:

Every cantén had their own concept of widowhood and this affected
the way they treated them. Some tried to integrate them, others
rejected them, controlled them and harassed them. Their conception
depended, in turn, on the information they received, usually from the
Jjefes. Some desegregated them because they were afraid that they
would be called the wife of the guerrillas and then this would spread
to the whole village. They thought it was better to incorporate them
into the community so that there will be no distinction between widow
and non~widow. Others decided to assimilate them because they
thought "if we leave them aside then they will take revenge on the
community". Some, while realizing this, still rejected them because
they could not bring themselves to do otherwise. They thought "how
do we support the widows if they are the ones who caused the trouble
in the community in the first place?" They decided that they must be
punished for what they imagined they had done, whether in fact they
had or not.

In this chapter I assess the various levels of change women experience upon the death
of their husbands. Widowhood represents a sharp interruption and, commonly, a reversal of
fortune: the loss of a spouse invariably produces severe economic hardship. Yet widowhood
is not a steady social state at all, even for those women who have accepted the role as

irreversible and fixed.
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Given that widowhood should be understood primarily in the context of gender
definitions and relations, I will examine it in the light of "normal” gender relations described
in Chapter 3. Widows are disadvantaged by virilocal residence patterns, the tendency to
patrilineal inheritance, the sexual division of labour and lack of employment opportunities
for women in the village. This was exacerbated by a greater than ordinary loss of male kin
affecting individual households and the village as a whole. Women were not socialized to
be war widows, nor to deal with the hostile world into which they have been cast; they had
to be re-socialized. For war widows, widowhood as an arrest of life history dramatized in
a rite of passage, is frozen in its liminal stage. The war widow and those close to her
became stigmatized and isolated; her children may come to be seen as "children of the
guerrilla”. Normally the category of stigmatized inclﬁdes both deliberate violators of the
moral order and those who fall into it through no fault of their own (through birth or the

caprices of fate, for example).

The large number of widows, their stigmatization and the relatively low rate of
remarriage, has meant that they are not reintegrated into the world. New tensions are
therefore added to lines of connection established (for example, through their children) in an
attempt to sustain previously experienced demands. The lack of usual community support
compelled women to take up men’s roles and this led to a disruption of gender relations. The
perception of widows as being competitors for traditionally male-gendered activities, power
and resources has led to increased attempts to marginalize them, particularly by certain
added to these women’s multiple identities with both positive and negative repercussions on

psychological, social and economic levels.

The losses incurred in La Violencia meant that the family has had to make many
adjustments within its internal structure. One of the striking features of similarity in the
women’s narratives is the decisive role that they played in giving direction to that
reorganization. Many women recall living a sheltered life which did not extend beyond the
village; some women never went to the capital city, even though their husbands and sons
worked there; others went there for the first time when their families fled La Violencia and
a few stayed there after their husbands were killed.
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WIDOWS’ RESIDENCE PATTERNS
During La Violenci

Although a woman usually accepted her husband’s decisions on matters of residence,
it is notable that many women had considerable influence in deciding whether or not to move
during La Violencia. In fact, it appears that women came to play a far more active role in
a new area of decision making, taking risks and dealing with the hostile external (and
internal) world in this period, as Dofia Josefina indicates:

I had a dream about two weeks before they kidnapped my husband...In
the dream he was abducted so when I woke I told him, "Leave man!
Go to the fincas! Go wherever you can so that you will be spared.
Then, once it is all over, come home".

Dofia Ana had the final word in her argument with her husband:

My husband was the one who usually gave the orders but this situation
was a little different for I really did not want to leave the house. I was
thinking of my animals because, you see, they are mine. If we left
then we would have to sell the cows. But if I would have sold them
then I would have no way to make money for myself. So I told him,
"the cows are mine, I will not sell them and no one orders me
around!”

A woman widowed before La Violencia tended either to remain in her husband’s
home and to be protected by his kin or her own sons, or to return to her natal home. A war
widow’s place of residence (see Appendix II for examples) depended on a combination of

factors, the most common of which are as follows:

(1)  Economic factors: most importantly, entitlement to the husband’s land and
property.

(2)  Personal factors: whether a widow had a good relationship with her in-laws,
particularly her mother-in-law.

(3)  Whether other male kin, including adult sons and father-in-law, were dead or
- o . . T o . .
~ missing leaving several widows in one household with no adult men.

(4)  Having the option to live elsewhere. Examples include parents calling their

widowed daughter back to their home; a daughter decideg to return home to
be with her mother, who may also be a widow.
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&) A widow might move aWay from the threat of loss and/or destruction of land
and property.

(6) The widow’s fear of remaining without an adult male protector, especially in
homes where multiple kidnapping and/or killing had occurred.

(7)  The refusal to flee because of reasons of strong attachment to the house and
land, personal dignity and the conviction that harm would not befall them
because they were innocent.

(8) Remarriage and transfer to the man’s home (this is not normally relevant in
the early stages of widowhood).

War widows’ residence patterns in the acute phase of La Violencia (1978-1982)
differed from the chronic, low intensity war which followed. The practice of virilocal
residence is of profound significance for widows and they tended to be reluctant to leave
their husband’s home and lands in both periods. Although a man’s wife generally takes over
his land when he dies, her in-laws may use various ruses to deprive her of her full
inheritance rights. I knew one family who accused their daughter-in-law of soliciting her
brother’s help to kill her husband, to whom she had been unhappily married, in order to take

over his land.

If a widow moved, she usually returned to her natal home or went to a brother’s
house. A small minority of widows went, alone, to the town, another mum:cipio, the capital
city or the south coast. These women were among the least fortunate of widows, alone and
landless, with neither parental family nor in-laws to support them; they spent most of the
year working on the coast or in the capital. If they returned to the village at all, they would
only stay for a brief period, living with a neighbour. I was told that it was most likely that
many widows in this group had died of melancholy or susto (fear). Women also left for
these places if their lives were under threat or they needed to earn an income and could
afford to take themselves and usually some of their children to the chosen destination. Dofia

Luisa explained why she did not leave:

I did not want to go to Guatemala [City] because I did not have
enough money to pay the bus fare. And even if I could have reached
there I couldn’t have found food, having no money. In any case, I did
not like the idea of going to another place.
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During the acute phase of La Violencia, some women were abandoned outside the
village when their husbands were kidnapped from the place where the family had taken
refuge; dofia Lydia and her small children were left in the capital city after her husband was
kidnapped from his street stall. She stayed in the city until her husband appeared in her
dreams and told her to return to the village to "plant the corn fields" the way he used to.

Widows’ long term residence

Long term residence following widowhood varied. An estimated 80% of widows live
without another adult (excluding grown sons) in the household. The remaining 20% lived
with both parents, both in-laws, their mother, their mother-in-law, a subsequent husband (in

her home or his) or with another lone woman (a spinster or a widow).2

A few widows who had fled during the acute phase of La Violencia and had remained
in their place of refuge for a period varying from a few weeks to a couple of years, returned
to the village during the chronic phase. They returned because they felt that their land was
threatened or because they were led to believe that the village was safe once "amnesty” was
announced. Sometimes a widow returned to find that she had neither home nor property; the
house may have been bumt down by the army or taken over by her husband’s family,
together with his land. People who left their houses, even if they only moved within the
village, seemed to have more difficulty in getting re-established than families who stayed put.
In the most extreme cases, people were killed upon their return because leaving was

perceived as a subversive act.

However, most women who left the village never returned® because they were
afraid, had no land to return to, had found an alternative means of livelihood, or had
remarried. A major source of resentment among women who never returned (a few of whom
I traced in Guatemala City) was that their land, goods and animals had been stolen by people
remaining in the village; in fact, such thefts were perceived as threats and had sometimes
prompted the women’s departure. Contact with the village was rarely severed completely;
most women paid short, secret visits to their extended family and close friends, attempting

to remain as hidden as possible from the rest of the village.
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Many widows who had not been displaced remained in their husband’s house (if a
separate one had been built) or their mother-in-law’s house, only leaving if they remarried
or, in cases where the land was not owned, when they could not pay the rent. In most cases,

| however, men owned at least some land which their wives had the potential to take over on
widowhood. Some young widows felt that they could not manage alone, particularly if they
had no grown sons or extended family to help with land maintenance. These widows would
leave their husband’s land, returning with male helpers only at corn planting, weeding and
harvest times. Other widows were too afraid to sleep in their husband’s house because of
intimidation and harassment by the village jefes and being bothered by the spirits of people
who had suffered violent deaths. These women might sleep in another widow’s house,

returning to their own house during the day.

Hardier and more resourceful women would remain in their husband’s home, refusing
to desert their land at all costs; their circumstances were perhaps more favourable than those
of women who had left. Among women who stayed, one might find more than one widow
in the ﬁousehold, for example, a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law after both husband and
son were killed: the mother-in-law looked after her grandchildren while the daughter-in-law
earned what income she could. This mutually convenient arrangement was more beneficial
to the mother-in-law because a daughter-in-law, even with sons, was still under her authority;
the daughter-in-law’s position in the household may be weakened following the death of her
husband.

FEMALE HEADED HOUSEHOLDS

The change in men’s work patterns (see Chapter 3) meant that women in less poor
families were left alone in the village for longer periods. This affected women’s survival,
as did the long periods of time they were alone when their men were forced into hiding;
women had to fend for themselves and their families, assuming economic and other
responsibilities under extremely difficult conditions; they had to leave the vicinity of the
house with greater frequency and go further afield, which many women initially found
distressing. Despite their experience of seasonal labour migration, women’s daily routines

had seldom strayed beyond the village; even if women had, say, travelled to the market when
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their husbands were away, the ideology remained that their place was in the home with their

animals.

Generally, the long separations which occurred when men fled the village were not
beneficial to the marriage or the household; husbands sometimes formed second relationships
in their place of refuge* and wives, despite the consequent reduction in income and
support, had to pretend that their husbands were away working and not in hiding. In such
circumstances, the husband was still considered the head of the household. However, the
negative consequences of separation during La Violencia may have prepared women for the
transition to widowhood. Widowhood brought the perception that women now had to go into
the male, outside world alone, that they no longer had the protection of their menfolk.

There is a variety of types of de facto female~-headed housecholds which are not
recognized by the Quiché as such, arising from male migration, divorce or separation (which,
since La Violencia, has considerably less stigma attached to it than widowhood), female
assertiveness or male delinquency, incompetence or drunkenness. Even if a man leaves his
wife on his land for another woman (a very uncommon event), it is unlikely that she will

become the household head unless there are no other adult men in the household.

Female headed households were uncommon before La Violencia. Women’s life
expectancy w4$ lower than men’s, so "natural” widows were a rarity; where "natural”
widowhood did occur, women were expected to return to their parental home to be supported
by their father and brothers until remarriage. Nevertheless, female headed households, as
defined by the Quiché, usually result from widowhood. Today, between 10-25% of
households in southern Quiché are female headed; in Emol, 25% of households contain

widows.

The corollary of large numbers of widows w¥a shortage of men, especially in some
families, with the result that a widow’s extended family could not meet their traditional
obligations to support her. Community support, particularly in the form of male labour, had
been widows’ main source of livelihood, providing a sort of "moral economy”.5 The

erosion of this institution had already begun before La Violencia; diminishing community
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solidarity resulting from the growth of individualism and competition within villages involved

a certain withdrawal from each other’s personal problems.

With the inception of La Violencia, this institution disintegrated further. Communities
were unable to provide widows with the kind of assistance to which "normal" widows had
been accustomed. Most widows were neither provided with economic aid nor labour
assistance owing tz/lack of able bodied adult men in the village and insufficient funds; some
whose fathers and brothers were still living were given help in the form of some food and
old clothes. Labour was rarely on offer because of lack of time, a problem which was
exacerbated by the 24-hour patrol duty men had to carry out every few days.6 I did see
men from the extended family network offer help to a widow who was complaining about
her hardship but, in the end, the offer was rggir ﬁ#,ﬁ,iled' However, it must be understood that
such support was never a pure "gift" %male members of an extended family or compadres
(godparents) who assisted, for example, in the planting of corn, would be reciprocated in
kind at a later date. However, reciprocation became difficult if not impossible in extended
families which lost several male members. Normally, only sons helped their widowed
mothers because, apart from helping their mothers out of affection, they too expected

reciprocation at some point in the form of the land itself - their rightful inheritance.’

A brother who takes responsibility for his sister might have a negative interpretation
of her situation: "I know exactly what my brother-in-law (sister’s husband) was involved in".
Fulfilling one’s responsibility in the community put one at risk; however, some men did -
provide financial support for their widowed sisters, despite political and religious differences
which were a source of much fear and friction within the family. For example, dofla
Candelaria turned to her brother when she was desperate for help; at the same time she
criticized him for trying to convert her to protestantism and even suspected that he had been

involved in (or at least had some power to prevent) the killing of her husband (see Appendix

I.

Help and support in the fbrm of inter-household transfer furnished by in-laws was
much less common. In fact, in-laws were often perceived as a source of harassment rather
than support.8 Apart from the fear that they would rob her of her land, a widow lived with

the threat of sexual harassment from her father-in-law, especially if he was a village jefe or
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military commissioner. There might even be mutual accusations of subversive activity

between in-laws.

Help from in-laws usually only occurred when a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law
were both widowed, lived together and shared similar beliefs. In these instance, the mutual
assistance given was mostly on the practical level; there did not appear to be much emotional
support although such behaviour was generally muted in Quiché society where people tend
to be rather stoical. A mother-in-law was more likely to console a friend than a daughter-in-
law. This can be seen as a projection of the hostilities and competition” which exists
between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law on an emotional level, despite their cooperation

on practical levels. It may merely reflect the reserve demanded by elders.

Fear, suspicion, isolation and lack of communication between villagers were major
factors contributing to the lack of help given to widows. While many killings seem to have
had no political or ideological basis, villagers often assumed or contrived a story that the
dead men must have been involved in some political activity. Once men had been abducted
or killed, neighbours and former friends were fearful that any association with their family
would implicate them. Widows were often socially isolated within their own villages and
wards. Isolation was exacerbated by the fact that a widow was considered a dangerous
person, owing to their social condition of "1iminality".10 Widows dwell in a twilight zone
of social indefinition; they have lost their old status, are unable to take on the traditional
status of widows and have not acquired a new status. Wives of the disappeared experience

a double dose of liminality because they do not know if they are a widow or a wife.

Widows do, however, receive emotional support from their children and often became
dependent on them if both their husbands and older sons are killed. This meant that the
marriage of daughters was particularly traumatic for widowed mothers, especially if they
were then left alone their house; nevertheless, for economic reasons, a mother might prevail
upon her daughter to marry quickly. A married daughter provided little practical help but
she would make an extra effort to visit her widowed mother more frequently. She would
also provide her with various services such as caring for her when she was ill. A
particularly kindly son-in-law would also offer to help his widowed mother-in-law by

maintaining her land.
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However, it was largely through the practical and emotional support of their sons and
daughters together with a degree of self-reliance, that - widows continued to survive.
Through her children and perhaps other widows a woman developed an emotional support
system which was perhaps more dispersed or merely different from the traditional pattern.
In this way she achieved as measure of reintegration, reweaving a pattern of caring and

involvement in the world.

INCOME GENERATION

The loss of a husband’s meagre earnings was many widows’ biggest problem; family
income for most widows dropped to almost zero during La Violencia. Initially, women’s
fear of leaving their homes limited their opportunities for generating the income they needed
in their new role as household heads. Later, women looked for work in the subsistence and
exchange spheres5 working as urban and rural labourers, including seasonal migration to the
coast. Even when they could find work themselves and they had adult sons who could bring
in an income, they were invariably poorer than before La Violencia. Widows have
experienced additional problems in recent years because of detrimental changes in wage:price
ratios. Inflation and static wages (and sometimes reduced wages) have resulted in the tripling
of prices for basic goods in real terms. |

Subsistence

A widow particularly missed her husband’s agricultural labour. Despite the apparent
relaxing of gender-specific restrictions in agricultural tasks, barriers to women’s cultivation
of corn were still enforced. Thus any adult males in the family - elder sons, brothers and
so on - were recruited to tend the corn fields; women would rather have their very young
sons plant the corn than do it themselves. In recent years, finding someone to do this work
has become increasingly difficult because young sons have become accustomed to city work
and do not want to dirty thelr hands with agricultural labour. Widows only cultivate their
own corn as a last resort; thls provokes derision from fellow villagers passmg/by, who shout

"what’s the matter, haven’t you got a man?" Such jeering was painful and humiliating for

a lone widow.
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Dofla Flora’s two grandsons, both under the age of ten, had to struggle with their
dead father’s and grandfather’s heavy hoes when planting the family’s corn. Despite their
efforts, dofia Flora had to find the money to hire an old mozo (male labourer)11 to do most
of the heavy work; she also had to find cash to buy fertilizer. Usually she was unable to
afford sufficient amounts in time and her fertilizer was often laid down past the optimum
period; moreover, mozos were normally busy spreading fertilizer on their own land during
the peak time. Dofla Flora was reasonably well off because of the amount of land she owned
yet she could not afford to pay a mozo to tend to all her land, so some of it lay fallow. As
a result of all of this, her corn yields were invariably poor and only lasted for about six

months.

Dofia Josefina’s grandfather, with whom she lived, cared for her cornfields but,
because of his age and chronic alcohol problem, his work was slow. She sometimes hired
her fourteen year old half-brother as a mozo. She complained that a widowed friend’s son
she had adopted during La Violencia when the friend wanted to remarry, provided neither

labour nor cash to purchase fertilizer for her fields.

Exchange

Women usually find some work in the village over and above their usual work of
making trensas (plaited cane fronds) or weaving. They may look for wood to sell or help
with tasks relating to maize production.l? Many women made the most of their traditional
skills by selling foodstuffs, preparing a range of maize foods such as tortillas, tamales and
cornmeal drinks (atole, "the drink") from their maize and milk products. Women carry an
enormous load of these goods, together with eggs and vegetables from their gardens, in large
baskets on their heads to the bi-weekly town markets. Always accompanied by a child,
women trek for several hours through the mountains to save their bus fare. In between sales,
the women invariably keep themselves busy with other work in order not to "waste time",
embroidering belts and other handiwork which will be sold on another occasion either
directly to a customer or to a middle man who might have a stall in the market. Women

weavers sold huipiles (smock tops), although they earned little from this skilful work.
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Like their husbands before them, widows took to the habit of drinking at the end of
the market day, squandering their hard-earned money on alcohol. Women sometimes ended
up in a drunken stupor in the road (a very rare occurrence prior to La Violencia), their
children sitting beside them, waiting patiently for their mothers to sober up - just as the
women themselves had waited for their husbands. Although a woman’s resort to alcohol may
be seen as a temporary relief, it may be also be viewed as a (negative) aspect of the male
responsibilities she has had to take on.

Paid work (rural)

Women work: -as mujer campesina (female peasants) on other people’s land for
which they earn about Quetzales 2.00 (about US 0.50¢) daily. This work tended to be
seasonal, unlike their traditional work as weavers and frensa makers which they did on a

continuous basis.

In villages where women continued to weave up to the time of La Violencia, widows
say they have little time for this now that they have taken on men’s work; some widows were
forced to give up weaving altogether, while others may slowly work away at a commissioned
huipil in order to earn a few centavos (producing a huipil generally takes a married woman
about three months). Giving up weaving not only entails a financial loss but, more

importantly, a loss of identity, a loss of a sense of continuity with the past.13

In other villages, widows earn a meagre income by plaiting trensas which are then
sold to be made into straw hats. They would plait as they walked to fetch water, with a
basket of corn on their heads, a baby on their backs and their hands busy; there was hardly
a moment when their hands were idle. Their earnings from this were so minimal that it was
really not worth the effort (five cenravos daily),14 yet people were still judged by how
quickly they could trensar. This may reflect the need to maintain a sense of continuity in

their identities in the face of monumental change.

When women need . to buy fertilizer or, when times improved, they wanted to buy

15

new clothes for the village flesta,’> women sell. a pig,1® sheep or cow. However,

women were reluctant to do this because they had fewer animals than before La Violencia;
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many animals had been sold, stolen or had died during the intense violence; women had
trouble keeping their animals alive afterwards. Only sheer desperation would force a woman
to sell land;!7 this normally only happened if a husband left his widow with huge debts to
pay. Widows have no access to credit and, desperate for cash, they would sometimes be

forced to sell land at ridiculously low prices.18

A less common way for widows to make some money was through specialist
activities such as midwifery or curing. This work was not too lucrative however, because
women empathized with other women’s poverty and normally charged according to means.
Donla Josefina told me that she only took up the work as an aj q’ij (shaman) after La
Violencia in order to serve others in the community because there was no one else to do it;
so many had been killed or were in hiding. However, dofia Josefina had assumed this role
when she discovered that it was her destiny (see Appendix I). The Quiché believe that they
are predestined to carry out a péxticular set of responsibilities in life and breaching this code
is thought to lead to illness, craziness or death; a woman who takes up these professions is
taking considerable risks if it is not her destiny to do so. Yet some people were forced to
take up specialist activities: for example, dofla Ana began to practice as a midwife when her

daughter went into labour in the mountains where they lay in hiding from the army.19

Other dangers were attached to women’s performance of specialist functions.
Rumours circulated that women became midwives and shamans after La Violencia in order
to legitimize staying out late at night to "organize" and to cavort with men. The latter
accusation had been levelled at midwives and female shamans before La Violencia when the

threat implied by such rumours was relatively minor.

Paid work (urban)

Widows with no land or family were forced to uproot themselves and their children
to the town, the capital or the coast in search of a livelihood and shelter.2? In the town
they would rent a room, paying for it from the small income they earned as washer-women,
cleaners and cooks in Ladino or relatively affluent Indian households. If they had somewhere
to leave their children, they wogld work as live-in maids (Ladinos usually stipulate no

children). In desperation, a woman mijhf abandon her children, normally to a friend or her
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extended family; sometimes children were left to fend for themselves, which occasionally

resulted in disastrous accidents if the children were very young.
~ Seasonal Migration

Most women migrate to the south coast for three months of the year.2l This was
often the first way that widows made a wage after their husbands were abducted or killed.
It is a pattern of work they have been familiar with since childhood; as children and newly
weds, girls would work making rortillas. Unless desperately poor, mothers did not go to the

22 wWomen

fincas because living conditions there often resulted in their children’s deaths.
who returned to the coast after many years, weakened by their harsh experiences during La
Violencia, could no longer adapt to the severe conditions.2> Some were said to have died
from a combination of this and tristeza (sadness). Natalia, told me that her mother had died
on the coast in 1983. She had gone there to find work shortly after the abduction of her son
and disappearance of her husband (from the Sunday market) because she did not have the
option to return to her natal home or to maintain her family in the village. Shortly after her
arrival, Natalia’s mother fell ill and died, leaving four orphaned children.?4 Natalia, the

eldest, was 12 years old at the time and had to take sole responsibility.

CHILDREN
Labour and income

I have no father, and I have to keep my mother and work the land so
that we can eat.
(11 year old boy from Emol)

Children’s worth increased as a result of La Violencia because their mothers looked
to them for support on various levels in the absence of other "normal" support systems.
They became a crucial source of social security for their widowed mothers who sometimes

felt incapacitated by the experience of La Violencia. Dofia Ana commented:

The other women [with husbands] can lift a quinral [100 Ibs] but I
need my children’s help. Actually I can lift a quintal but then I can
hardly walk ...My children help me, they take the place of my
husband.
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The highly restrictive nature of female employment opportunities meant that child
labour, however scanty, was often the main source of income in many female-headed
households in Quiché.

Older male children were solicited to act as protectors to their mothers and as
breadwinners. Both boys and girls were put to work prematurely by their widowed mothers

and grandmothers. Usually only boys were wage earners; girls were generally kept at home.

Boys were given the responsibility of men’s work as agriculturalists and protectors
at a younger age than leaving home to earn an income, although this varied from family to
family. After dofia Eugenia’s husband and only son were killed, she and her daughter-in-law
were left with only young children in the house. The boys were set to work immediately but,
as they were only eight and ten years old at the time, their work was not very lucrative.
Dofia Candelaria had two teenage sons among her ten children. When their father was
killed, one was working as a street vendor in the capital and the other was studying with the
aim of becoming a teacher but was forced to leave his studies and take up business with his

brother.

In many families, elder sons had also been killed in La Violencia, so the children who
worked were rather young. Children as young as seven years old were sent to seek
employment in urban areas or the coast, preferably accompanying an adult male relative or
friend. By the age of eight to ten (instead of the pre-La Violencia norm of thirteen) boys
travelled together, without adult accompaniment. They worked in towns and cities, shining
shoes, selling ice cream, helping on street stalls (selling cassettes, batteries, cheap watches
and other paraphernalia) and sliced fruit; on the coast, they harvested coffee and cotton on
the fincas.

Girls were also set to work immediately following their father’s death. They tended
to perform women’s tasks, often working independently of their mothers at a younger age
than normal, while their mothers tried to fulfil the roles of their missing husbands. Mothers
were sometimes forced to leave children as young as five years old in charge of younger

siblings or even to leave a toddler in the house on its own.25 ‘Widows and their daughters
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stayed up all night making, for example, trensas. When talking about the period, women
sometimes expressed guilt about the harsh way they were forced to treat their children to
make them work harder.

In southern Quiché, girls accompanied their mothers to the fincas. They helped their
mothers fill baskets with coffee or make rortillas for the male workers; some girls were taken
on as maids by the finca owner. Occasionally, girls were sent to the town or city to work
as maids in Ladino households, only returning home about once a year; the luckier ones
would be allowed to visit their homes more frequently, bringing a small contribution to the
household. Maids were as young as eight years old, although older children were preferred
because they could work harder; they were invariably made to wear Ladino clothes and shoes
for the first time. Mistreatment of maids was common; physical abuse, sexual abuse by the

men of the house who saw them as their property, was not unheard of.

The practice of sending girls to work as maids existed prior to La Violencia but was
rare in southern Quiché.26 Parents were reluctant to let their daughters go, knowing that
they would be harshly treated and fearing that they would pick up bad habits from the
Ladinos. However, sometimes poverty forced families to let them go.27 Among the
women I know, only dofia Candelaria sent her daughter to work as a maid. However, she
suffered remorse over this and, of course, her daughter’s departure caused further loss to the
household.

Widows had control of a greater proportion of their children’s wages than they had
of their husbands’ income. Some women told me that their sons would give them Q100 or
so saying, "here, you know what we need to buy"”. This could be more in the way of cash
than they had been given by their late husbands because the practice was that he provided
gastos (money for household expenditure) which amounted to much less when he did the
weekly shopping at the market, something which women took over. However, some sons,
like their fathers, were more avaricious than others<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>