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Guatemala is the nation that spawned EI Senor Presidente, a
ghoulish portrayal of bad government by Miguel Angel Asturias, win-
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ner of the Nobel Prize in 1976. Since the publication of this novel in
1948, the country's politics have gone from bad to worse, or as Central
Americans say, "de Guatemala a Guatepeor."

Guatemala suffers from a set of intractable problems: a society
highly stratified along both class and ethnic lines (with the most inequi
table distribution of income in Central America), appalling poverty for
the lower stratum, a pronounced urban-rural dichotomy, repressive and
unstable government, and extremist political groups on either end of
the political spectrum who are committed to using violence. Less press
ing but ever-present are the difficulties commensurate with being a
small developing country dependent on exporting agricultural products
for necessary foreign exchange. Economic problems and explosive po
litical issues are inextricably linked. Although Guatemala's difficulties
are not new, being indeed a natural outgrowth of the country's sordid
history, they have been given urgency by the emergence of leftist orga
nizations bent on overthrowing the regime. Conflict has exposed the
political and economic meanness of the existing regime, forcing difficult
choices on the Guatemalan elite, the urban middle class, the poor, and
interested international actors.

Guatemala's large indigenous population has long attracted the
attention of anthropologists. Aside from their ongoing work, recent
writing on Guatemala has been dominated by chronicles of the struggle
between revolutionary organizations and the regime, with an emphasis
on documenting the repressiveness of successive governments. Not
surprisingly, authors demonstrate their political persuasions, with the
right being conspicuously absent. 1 This literature largely lacks theoreti
cal pretensions, but it succeeds in describing contemporary Guatemala
and in raising questions about the possibilities and problems of revolu
tion in an ethnically plural society.

The battle for Guatemala's future is being waged in rural Guate
mala, principally in the western highlands, where the country's large
indigenous population is concentrated. The contest is not for territory
but for the support of the rural poor. Two North American anthropolo
gists, John Early and John Hawkins, reviewed the literature on rural
Guatemala, and through the prism of their fieldwork, they seek to illu
minate life in the Guatemalan countryside. Guatemala has traditionally
been viewed as sharply divided between "ladino" and "Indian," the lat
ter consisting of twenty-two ethnic groups comprising roughly half the
population. In Inverse Images: The Meaning of Culture, Ethnicity, and
Family in Postcolonial Guatemala, Hawkins challenges this view byassert
ing that Indians and ladinos now form a single continuum. He argues
that they are interlocked not only socially in political, economic, and
ecclesiastic institutions but culturally as well.

Indians and ladinos remain distinct groups, but everything from
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social perceptions, dress, ubiety, and economic activity is defined by
the relationship between the two social groups. The clearest inverse
relationship is ubiety. Ladinos move toward the city, the center, and
power, despising manual labor. Absentee landlords abound because la
dinos can hardly bear to remain on their rural estates. The Indians, in
contrast, flee power and move to the field and the periphery, preferring
manual labor. Hence Guatemala's pronounced division between urban
and rural spheres. Early's The Demographic Structure and Evolution of a
Peasant System: The Guatemalan Population is filled with demographic mi
nutiae, but his evidence dramatizes the division between Guatemala
City and the rest of the nation. The capital contains almost 20 percent of
the national population yet is 90 percent ladino.

One of the paradoxes in Guatemala (and in other Central Ameri
can countries as well) is that wealth is produced in the countryside and
consumed in the cities. No one has yet explained how agrarian econo
mies can become so dominated by cities. Guatemala's rural-urban di
chotomy is both a mirror and an extension of the structure of the
economy.

Despite incipient industrialization and exploitation of hydrocar
bon reserves, Guatemala's economy remains fundamentally agrarian.
Large estates produce agro-exports--coffee, cotton, bananas, meat,
sugar, cardamom, chocolate, and sesame seeds.i Estates of more than
nine hundred hectares (2,223 acres), or .14 percent of all farms, occupy
22 percent of all available farmland.:' Farms of less than seven hectares
(17.3 acres) account for 90 percent of all farms, but only 16 percent of
the cultivable farmland. The smallest farms, with less than 1.4 hectares
(3.5 acres), represent 54 percent of all farm units but occupy a mere 4
percent of farmland. These small farms produce basic grains and vege
tables for domestic consumption. Between 1950 and 1978, the area of
land devoted to export crops increased 200 percent while the area in
maize-the preferred crop of small farmers--decreased by 10 percent.

EI proletariado rural en el agro guatemalteco, Carlos Figueroa Ibarra's
massive study, illuminates the dependence of the agro-export sector on
seasonal, poorly paid labor. The shortage of land in the highlands
forces peasants and the landless either to pick coffee or to descend in
cattle trucks to harvest other export crops in the torrid coastal flatlands.
Wages are miserable because they allow for the financing of the agro
export sector's expansion, the consumption of the elite, and the mainte
nance of competitive prices for the international market. The lack of
stable and remunerative employment reduces whole communities to
subsistence levels. Many rural households survive only by patching
together a number of income sources each year." Max Soto, Carlos
Sevilla, and Charles Frank report the results of their quantitative study
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in Guatemala: desempleo y subempleo. It documents the limited capacity of
nonagricultural sectors to provide productive employment.

Poverty is most evident in the departments of the western high
lands, where the population is most dense (aside from Guatemala City)
and largely indigenous. Arable land is scarce, not because of planta
tions (which are concentrated in the lowlands) but because of the ter
rain and population growth. As Early notes, Guatemala's population
is increasing rapidly. Within the past half century, the number of years
required to double Guatemala's population has dropped from 145 to
about 20 years (Early, p. 48). Population pressure not only has led to
competition for land but has weakened the productivity of land
through deforestation, erosion, water contamination, and soil deple
tion."

Given the poverty of indigenous groups in the highlands as well
as the rugged terrain, it is not surprising that guerrillas have chosen the
highlands as the site for contesting the government's authority. The
first guerrilla organization emerged in 1962, when it arose from an
aborted military COUp.6 Although this group was decimated by 1968,
sporadic guerrilla activity continued. In the 1970s, the survivors of ear
lier efforts founded organizations that were politically more sophisti
cated. They have also proved to be more agile. The two strongest
groups are the Organizaci6n del Pueblo en Armas (ORPA) and the
Ejercito Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP). Weaker groups include the
Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes (FAR) and the Partido Guatemalteco del Tra
bajo (PGT), the Guatemalan Communist party.

Mario Payeras's Los dias de La selva is a unique first-hand account
of the EG~ now the largest of the guerrilla organizations. The book
recounts how sixteen men entered Guatemala from Mexico in 1972. For
three years, this nucleus of the EGP fired only a single shot at the army,
concentrating instead on painstakingly building support among poor
subsistence farmers. Every day was a struggle against rain, mud, dis
ease, hunger, loneliness, and doubt. Building support among indige
nous groups proved to be exceedingly difficult because of their fear and
distrust. Payeras describes one of the first attempts at obtaining provi
sions in a small, isolated community: "Alli escuchamos por primera vez
la palabra maca, vocablo terrible que para nosotros significaba entonces
algo mas que el simple no hay, adoptando toda una connotaci6n de
rechazo con raices de siglos" (p. 32).

In June 1975, the EGP made its presence known by assassinating
a hated landlord. The army responded by sending in hundreds of
troops, thus initiating the war for the highlands. ORPA joined the bat
tle, and so did FAR and the PGT. The guerrillas were put on the defen
sive and proved to be unable to protect their supporters from army
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repression. But they carried out sporadic attacks on army posts and
columns. By 1982 they had achieved a strong presence in the depart
ments of El Quiche, Huehuetenango, and San Marcos and had made
inroads into the western lowlands. The guerrilla organizations, long
riven by sectarian divisions, eventually signed a pledge of unity in or
der to form the Union Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG).

The government of General Romeo Lucas proved incapable of
halting guerrilla activity. When his hand-picked successor staged an
improbable electoral "victory" in the election of March 1982, opposition
among the Guatemalan elite coalesced. The fray was settled by a coup
d'etat that placed General Jose Efrain Rios Montt in the presidency. He
unleashed an unprecedented reign of terror aimed at eliminating the
guerrillas and their supporters. During his brief tenure in office, an
estimated five to ten thousand peasants and rural laborers were killed,
and thirty thousand were driven into exile in southern Mexico. Many
more were uprooted.

A number of recent books recount the cost of the attempted sup
pression of the guerrilla movement, some in grisly detail. 7 Guatemala:
Tyranny on Trial presents testimony from persecuted Guatemalans at a
three-day forum held in Madrid. It was edited by Susanne Jonas, Ed
McCaughan, and Elizabeth Sutherland Martinez. Rafael Mondragon's
iconoclastic book, De indios y cristianos en Guatemala, is woven around
lengthy excerpts from guerrilla communiques (which unfortunately are
not adequately cited). Jacobo Vargas Foronda's Guatemala: sus recursos
naturales, el militarismo yel imperialismo draws on a rich store of informa
tion from the Mexican media. Guatemala in Rebellion: Unfinished History is
a collage edited by Jonathan Fried, Marvin Gettleman, Deborah Leven
son, and Nancy Peckenham. The book offers fifty-four short and read
able chapters edited from diatribes, eyewitness reports, policy state
ments, interviews, and scholarly essays. The best book on the country's
"dirty war," however, is George Black's Garrison Guatemala. Black and
his assistants make no effort at withholding their personal convictions,
but their informative account is well documented and well written.

Despite the sustained, sanguinary counterinsurgency cam
paigns, the core structures of the four guerrilla organizations survived.
They retrenched into impregnable strongholds afforded by the geogra
phy. After a period of regrouping, they began a new campaign of
harrassing the army. The ones who did not survive the army's on
slaught in 1982 were the rural poor who got caught between the guerril
las and the army.

While the guerrillas and the army struggle, the country's rural
poor-especially the indigenous population-suffer. The dispossessed
are courted by the guerrillas, but the guerrillas cannot protect them
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from the army's counterattacks. The army cannot catch the guerrillas
and resorts to savagely taking "the sea away from the fish." Each side
can wreak havoc, but neither side can decisively defeat the other.

The existing regime has already shown what it has to offer Gua
temalans. Just what the guerrillas would do if they triumph someday is
unclear. The phraseology and iconography of the guerrillas is Marxist
Leninist. For example, the flag of the EGP is described as follows: "The
red color of our flag represents proletarian revolution. . . . The image
of Comandante Ernesto Che Guevara symbolizes the political-military
character and the revolutionary internationalism of our organization.
. . . The two large stars symbolize the alliance between workers and

peasants, the class basis of the Guatemalan revolution.r" Guerrilla col
umns bear such names as Ho Chi Minh, Augusto Cesar Sandino, and
Ernesto Guevara. But nothing in the guerrillas' propaganda suggests
specifically how they would resolve Guatemala's pressing problems."

The experience of neighboring Nicaragua suggests that no facile
solutions exist. The Nicaraguan regime's conflicts with the country's
Miskito, Sumo, and Rama Indians suggest the inherent tension be
tween the ambitious plans of a postrevolutionary regime and the con
servative nature of indigenous groups. How would this tension be re
solved in Guatemala? A second point of tension that can be anticipated
is between the complete reliance of small countries on foreign exchange
generation and the existing structure and control of the economy. An
added complication is the geographic division between productive land
(in the lowlands) and the location of the poor indigenous population (in
the highlands). A third and obvious area of tension would be relations
with the United States.

Guatemala's recent elections, with the victory of Vinicio Cerezo
and his Christian Democrat party, may bring a lull in fighting between
the army and the guerrillas. But can it be more than a lull?
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