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ABSTRACT 

 
Spanning 1982-1985, the Counterinsurgency War was the violent period of the county’s 

thirty-six year civil war.  The army under General Efrian Rios Montt targeted the Maya villages 

and communities throughout the Guatemalan Highlands with more than 400 recorded massacres 

in just a three year span.  At the center of this study is the population of Guatemalans that left 

their country as refugees and later came back as retornados.  The term retornado, reflected an 

emerging identity that stemmed from the new and transformative experiences of exile in Mexico.  

Their direct negotiations with the government reflected the new skills, organizational ability, and 

political capital that challenged the distribution of power in the family, community, and nation 

upon their return.  The emergence of women’s organizations demonstrated not only a shift in the 

politics of citizenship rights and inclusion, but also Latin American women’s unique 

contributions to the development of feminist discourse.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 In the early morning hours of July 9, 2011 the murder of celebrated Argentinian 

folk singer Facundo Cabral on the streets of Guatemala City once again brought the 

country’s struggle with violence and insecurity to the forefront.
1
  Just hours after giving a 

concert, twenty-five bullets pummeled the car that carried the famed activist and 

musician to the airport.  Guatemala’s President, Alvaro Colom immediately renounced 

the attack and was quick to point the finger at organized crime.  It was later reported that 

Cabral’s promoter – a night club owner from Nicaragua with suspected ties to the drug 

cartels– was the intended target of the attack and that Cabral lost his life in the crossfire.
2
  

Nevertheless, the untimely death of one of the region’s most outspoken advocates for 

peace and justice revealed the precarious state of the country. 

 Facundo Cabral’s death in Guatemala was representative of the ongoing struggle 

for peace and security that began when former refugees that fled to Mexico during the 

height of the civil war’s violence and returned in 1993.  During the period of exile 

institutional support and community organizing aided in the building of political 

legitimacy as the refugees engaged in direct negotiations for their collective return.  Their 

                                                      
1 Hugo Navarro, “Facundo Cabral fue asesinado a balazos en Guatemala,” Prensa Libre, Guatemala, July, 

9, 2011, accessed July 9, 2011, http://www.prensalibre.com/noticias/Facundo-Cabral-asesinado-Bulevard-

Liberacion_0_514148681.html .   

2 IBID; Alex Renderos and Tracy Wilkinson, “Argentine singer killed in Guatemala ambush,”  Los Angeles 

Times, July 10, 2011, accessed July 10, 201, http://articles.latimes.com/2011/jul/10/world/la-fg-guatemala-

singer-killed-20110710 . 

http://www.prensalibre.com/noticias/Facundo-Cabral-asesinado-Bulevard-Liberacion_0_514148681.html
http://www.prensalibre.com/noticias/Facundo-Cabral-asesinado-Bulevard-Liberacion_0_514148681.html
http://articles.latimes.com/2011/jul/10/world/la-fg-guatemala-singer-killed-20110710
http://articles.latimes.com/2011/jul/10/world/la-fg-guatemala-singer-killed-20110710
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continued involvement in both their local communities and in the negotiations for the 

1996 Peace Accords illustrated that as a result of their experiences as refugees, the 

balance of power shifted as thirty-six years of civil war came to a close.  Politically active 

former refugees worked with the guerillas and other civil organizations in stipulating the 

conditions for land, security, and political participation outlined in the Peace Accords.  

As a result, the community of former refugees initiated a process of national 

transformation while simultaneously contributing to the redefinition of Guatemalan 

citizenship rights and the reframing the country’s national memory.   

 In early 1996, prior to the signing of the Peace Accords in late December of that 

year,  Cabral was named as the United Nation’s Ambassador of Peace.  Like the nearly a 

quarter of a million Guatemalans that sought refuge in Mexico at the height of the 

violence of the counterinsurgency war in the 1980’s, Cabral also fled to Mexico from his 

native Argentina escaping the state sponsored Dirty War.  After a century marred by 

repressive regimes, vicious civil wars, and unprecedented levels of mass migration; the 

task of accessing and addressing the devastation that ensued weighed heavily as the 

region entered the twenty-first century.  The death of Facundo Cabral illustrated that 

despite the signing of the Peace Accords that the struggle to become a more inclusive, 

responsive, and peaceful society is ongoing.  Moreover, the proliferation of organized 

crime in Guatemala, as pointed out by President Alvaro Colom, exposed the civil war’s 

legacy of violence and its impact on the processes of national transformation.  As one of 

thousands that escaped the political violence that surged throughout the region at the end 



9 

of the twentieth century, Cabral exemplified the difficult decisions and the learning 

experiences faced by the Guatemalan refugees.  His most widely recognized song, No 

Soy de Aqui Ni de Alla - I’m Not From Here, I’m Not From There, was not only reflective 

of his experience with the Argentinian community in exile, but further resonated with the 

Guatemalans that also fled to Mexico during the height of the counterinsurgency war, 

also referred to in Guatemala as simply la Violencia.   

 At the center of this study is the population of Guatemalans that left their country 

as refugees and reentered as retornados.  The term retornado reflected an emerging 

identity that stemmed from the new conditions and the transformative experiences of 

refugee life in Mexico.  When the first group of retornados re-entered Guatemala in 1993, 

they did so as political actors that had organized, and as a result of an emerging 

negotiating power, asserted their rights as Guatemalan citizens.  Just as the title of 

Cabral’s song suggested, despite representing a new era in Guatemalan politics and 

society, this population of retornados faced significant obstacles in making their demands 

for political inclusion and citizenship rights a part of the country’s new reality.  By 

challenging former definitions of the Guatemalan citizen the retornados that fled to 

Mexico from their rural and predominately Maya communities of the Guatemalan 

Highlands, also challenged the treatment of lo indigena -the indigenous majority - in 

national memory.   

Spanning 1982-1985, the counterinsurgency war was by far the violent period of 

the county’s thirty-six year civil war.  During this period, the army targeted the Maya 
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villages and communities found throughout the Guatemalan Highlands with more than 

400 recorded massacres in just a three year span.  The state feared that the guerilla 

movements based in the Highlands would find a bastion of support and sympathy from 

the local population.  While violence during this period reached unprecedented levels, 

state repression had maintained a presence in the region since the country gained its 

independence in 1821.  Though the indigenous population represents the majority, 

Guatemala remains the Central American country with the greatest level of land 

inequality where 2 percent of the population owns 65 to 70 percent of the land.  The 

counterinsurgency war reflected many of the lingering colonial legacies that continued to 

shape daily life in Guatemala.  In response to a dramatic increase of state repression, 

thousands fled to Mexico and as a result of the experience of exile, refugees became 

Guatemalans.  

The different experiences of la Violencia contributed to the struggle to redefine 

citizenship in Guatemala.  This study illustrates that the population of former refugees 

who initiated their return to their homeland prompted the beginning of an ongoing 

process of national transformation.  Yet upon their return, they not only faced resistance 

at the national level, but also within the local communities they sought to resettle in.  On 

the one hand, for those that remained in their rural communities as la Violencia raged on 

immediate concerns focused on basic survival.  On the other, the refugee experience 

provided both a respite from extreme levels of violence and brutality, while also 
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promoting community participation and civic engagement as a response to the violence 

and their new conditions.   

When the retornados returned to their villages and communities, they did so as not 

only as Guatemalan citizens but also as politically active women and men.  The 

emergence of women’s organizations and their participation in the negotiation process 

demonstrated that the refugee experience also contributed to new ways of thinking about 

women’s participation in the family, the local community, and in national politics.  The 

retornados not only challenged the previously held definitions of the Guatemalan citizen, 

but also threatened community structures and the dominant patriarchal order.   

Tensions arose as they publicized and politicized their experiences while fear and 

silence, as a principal tool of state repression, continued to pervade daily life for those 

that remained in the country.  As Greg Grandin argues, conflicts within Maya 

communities did not necessarily mean that community cohesion was lacking, but rather 

community conflict led to greater levels of communal identification.
3
  Grandin’s premise 

is especially provocative in the context of understanding the way in which an otherwise 

diverse refugee community emerged, and the ways in which initial resistance played out 

in the years that followed the official end of the armed conflict in 1996.  Carol Smith 

further adds to the discussion of community conflict by emphasizing the intersections of 

                                                      
3 Greg Grandin, “Everyday Forms of State Decomposition: Quetzaltenango, Guatemala, 1954,”  Bulletin of 

Latin American Research. 19(2000): 303-320. 
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race, class, and gender in identity politics and inequality.
4
  Whereas citizenship and 

citizenship rights were previously denied to lo indigena, the retornados prompted 

fundamental shifts in ways of thinking about the indigenous majority.  The primary 

organizing principle of the retornados was the transformation of silence and fear into a 

publicized and politicized collective memory that acknowledged both the legacies of 

violence and the roots of repression.    

The conclusions drawn by M. Gabriela Torres, Jennifer Schirmer, and Linda 

Green illustrate that a gendered analysis reveals both the complexity and the extent of the 

tensions that arose the local and national levels.  The shifts initiated by the retornados 

revealed that the redefinition of the Guatemalan citizen involved a struggle over 

remembering the past and imagining the future.  As a result of the refugee experience in 

Mexico, women emerged as the guardians and transmitters of memory.
5
  Remembering 

the past was a deeply political act that involved displacing the collective memory of the 

nation.  The different experiences of la Violencia were reflected in both the different 

ways that memory was either shared or silenced, and in the different women’s 

organizations that emerged as a response.   Upon their return, retornada women as the 

carriers of both memory and of cultural and ethnic identity faced resistance due to  the 

way in which they challenged citizenship rights and demanded political inclusion as poor 

and indigenous women.   

                                                      
4 Carol A. Smith, “Race-Class-Gender Ideology in Guatemala: Modern and Anti-Modern  Forms,” 

Comparative Studies in Society and History, 37 (4)(1995): 723-749.  
5 IBID 
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For the retornados, initial organization centered on the shared memory of violence 

and repression.  For those that remained in Guatemala, the silencing of memory was yet 

another tool of state control.  As Diane Nelson explains, the fear associated with 

memories of the unparalleled levels of state violence and repression contributed to the 

culture of silence that has persisted in the post-war period.
6
  Resistance towards the 

retornados at the community level largely stemmed from the fear of once again 

unleashing the ethnic tensions that gave rise to la Violencia in the first place.  

Nevertheless, publicizing memories of the violent past, though controversial, instead 

increased international attention and bolstered the political legitimacy to the retornados in 

their efforts to organize for their collective return. 

The testimony of Rigoberta Menuchu, notably a former refugee herself, was 

significant not only for the attention it brought to the situation in Guatemala, but even 

more so for publicizing and politicizing the formerly silenced memory of violence.  Clad 

in the traditional huipile, it was her image that was most widely associated with the 

Guatemala of the twenty-first century.  Her story and her image continued to press the 

issue of political activism from those previously marginalized and excluded from 

citizenship rights.  Her memories as recounted through the controversial I, Rigoberta 

Menchu facilitated a shift in national memory in the years following the 1996 Peace 

Accords in a way that largely resembled how collective memory-the shared memories of 

violence and repression-functioned as an organizing principle for the refugee.  As both an 

                                                      
6 See, Diane Nelson, A Finger in the Wound Body Politics in Quincentennial Guatemala  (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1999). 
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indigenous woman and Guatemalan citizen, Menchu facilitated a consciousness of a 

shared experience that was later transformed into political action.  Her testimony was 

representative of memories that had been silenced out of fear.  By making her experience 

public she not only succeeded in deflecting blame and shame away from victims and 

towards the perpetrators, but she also inspired political action as the population of former 

refugees returned home and continued to participate in negotiations for the 1996 Peace 

Accords.   

The emergence of the special status of retornado referred to the unique experience 

of exile in Mexico under the auspices of the UNHCR, the Catholic Church, and other 

international aid organizations.  This population built upon their new skills and 

knowledge in order to collectively organize for a return to their country on their terms.  

Just a year before the Peace Accords were signed a 1995 UNHCR report indicated that of 

the 34,000 refugees that remained in Mexico, 70 percent wished to return and cited the 

lack of security in Guatemala as the primary obstacle blocking them.
7
  By 1997 nearly 

18,000 refugees had collectively returned to their home country.    Yet, on the eve of the 

signing of the Peace Accords in 1996, the UNHCR had estimated that up to 12,000 

refugees would return to Guatemala, instead, a mere 4,000 returned in that year again 

citing insecurity and instability as principle deterrent.
8
   Despite the notable successes and 

accomplishments of the retornados, the numbers revealed the extent of the  

                                                      
7 North, Liisa L. and Alan Simmons, “Fear and Hope: Return and Transformation in Historical 

Perspective”, 20. 
8 IBID.   
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counterinsurgency war’s legacy and the continued struggle to construct a new political 

reality in the period that followed their return.   

In chapter one I show that new experiences and conditions in Mexico facilitated 

the development of community organization amongst the refugees.  A reprieve from the 

repression and violence rampant in the homeland, coupled with the involvement and 

support of aid organizations, created the conditions for the refugees to learn new skills, 

increase organization, and amass negotiating power.  The shared memory of state terror 

and the task of navigating Mexico’s complex response to the mounting refugee 

population transcended the longstanding ethnic differences that existed amongst the 

twenty-one distinct linguistic groups found throughout the communities under assault in 

the Guatemalan Highlands.   As will become evident in the following chapters, the 

retornados gained both political legitimacy and negotiating power as a result of collective 

action and by building alliances within civil society.  As the following chapters will 

illustrate, remembering the past functioned as the central point of organization amongst 

an otherwise diverse population of political refugees.  In stark contrast to the way in 

which political elites manipulated and exploited lo indigena, the refugees that organized 

and subsequently created a community of retornados took control of their political future 

and shifted the image of lo indigena in national memory.   

In chapter two the well-known testimony of Rigoberta Menchu is referenced in an 

effort to demonstrate the transformative power of memory.  The emergence of women’s 

organizations demonstrated the unique conditions in Mexico that gave rise to women’s 
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participation in the community and in the negotiations for the collective return.  

Publicizing and politicizing the memory of violence and trauma was an intensely political 

act due to the way in which memory undermined the nation’s official history.  This 

chapter also raises significant questions regarding the relevance and utility of testimony 

to historical inquiry and of the contested dichotomy of the refugee as a passive victim of 

the counterinsurgency war.   

In chapter three I emphasize that community organization was not necessarily 

new to the population in exile.  Nevertheless, the manner by which women became 

increasingly engaged in community activities contributed to new ways of thinking about 

the balance of power in the family, the community, and the nation and further emphasizes 

the unique nature of the experience of exile.  When retornada women returned to 

Guatemala they faced resistance at the community level due to the way that they 

challenged the political and social order.  Concurrent to the development of women’s 

groups in Mexico, women in Guatemala increasingly organized in response to the new 

conditions they encountered as the sole survivors in their communities.  In both cases, 

women were no longer the symbolic spokeswomen of state indigenismo, but rather active 

participants in shaping a new political reality.   

Chapter four both examines the process by which the retornados negotiated for 

their collective return as well as the global context of the development of a new 

citizenship rights discourse.  By utilizing Raquel de Cerezo, the wife of the newly elected 

civilian president, as a spokeswoman for the return, the Guatemalan government once 
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again turned to symbolism and ignored the reality of the retornado’s demands for 

political inclusion.  A central part of that reality was the increased participation of 

women’s organizations in formulating the demands for citizenship rights.  Moreover, the 

emergence of women’s organizations demonstrated Latin America’s unique contributions 

to the debates regarding the relevance of women’s rights in feminist discourse.  By 

connecting their personal experiences to their political reality, women’s demands for 

political inclusion reflected a shift in the politics of citizenship rights.   

While in Mexico, the shared memory and experience of violence served as the 

central organizing principle as the retornados initiated a process of national 

transformation.  As a result of their experience in Mexico and their direct negotiations 

with the government, the new skills, organizational ability, and the political capital that 

the refugees had garnered placed new pressures on the state and their communities of 

origin.  For the first time in the country’s history the predominately indigenous 

population claimed their stake on Guatemalan citizenship and directed the form that 

democratization and national transformation might take.  Due to the lingering colonial 

legacies exhibited in the country’s history of repression, marginalization, and exclusion 

and after thirty-six years of Civil War the state was ill-equipped to meet the demands for 

land, security, and political participation while local communities maintained their 

suspicions of a community now perceived as outsiders.  Framed in the context of the new 

demands for citizenship rights and inclusion, the untimely death of Facundo Cabral 

demonstrated the way in which the struggle to redefine the Guatemalan citizen  
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fundamentally shifted the foundation of Guatemalan politics and society marking a new 

reality for lo indigena.   
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CHAPTER ONE: AL OTRO LADO 
 

The guerillas won over many Indian collaborators. Therefore, the Indians were 

subversives, right? Clearly, you had to kill Indians because they were collaborating with 

subversion. And they would say ‘You’re massacring innocent people.’ But they weren’t innocent. 

They had sold out to subversion.9           

   -Francisco Bianchi, Press Secretary for President Efrian Rios Mont 

 

Held in Guatemala City, the Central American Exposition of 1897 not only 

marked the first seventy-five years of the country’s independence, but also brought 

international attention to the region.
10

  For Central America, this was an opportunity for 

the region to shed its colonial skin while paradoxically drawing the attention of the 

foreign investment that would propel the country into the twentieth century.  The 

exposition in Guatemala City served the dual purpose of showcasing the host country’s 

strides towards economic development and modernization, while also conveying a 

cohesive national narrative.
11

  In Guatemala, this involved a transformation of  the 

indigenous majority population from the lazy, poor, and drunk Indian and into a modern 

labor force that together with the foreign landowner would drive the country forward.
12

   

While World’s Fairs may have brought together countries that were more eager to 

look toward the future rather than to acknowledge the past, they nevertheless represented 

                                                      
9 John A. Booth, Christine J. Wade, and Thomas W. Walker, Understanding Central America: Global 

Forces, Rebellion, and Change.  (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 2006) .   
10 Lisa Munroe, Progress and Primitivism on Display at the Central American Exposition of 1897, 

(Master’s Thesis, The University of Arizona, 2008).   
11 Robert Rydell, World of Fairs: The Century of Progress Expositions, (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1993).   
12 Virginia Garrard-Burnett, “Indians Are Drunks and Drunks are Indians: Alcohol and Indigenismo in 

Guatemala,1890-1940,” Bulletin of Latin American Research. 19(2000): 341-356; See also John 

Wantanabe, “Culturing Identities, the State, and National Consciousness in Late Nineteenth-Century 

Western Guatemala,” Bulletin of Latin American Research, 19(3)(2000): 321-340.   
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a project of national identity construction that also required the re-casting of collective 

memory.
13

  Maurice Halbwachs argued that memory functions socially and as such it also 

functions hierarchically.
14

   This is to say, dominant influences within the social group 

wield the power to determine the memorable from the forgettable.  Halbwachs went 

further by explaining that the dominant social group has the ability to call upon memory 

and to re-frame at will for the purposes of promoting new national projects.  Therefore, as 

Halbwachs argued, collective memory is essentially tied to group and national identity. 

Much like Guatemalan President Reina Barrios seized the opportunity posed by 

the 1897 Central American Exposition to transform the indigenous majority into a 

workforce ready to be tapped, in 1982 General Efrian Rios Montt utilized the 

counterinsurgency war to once again reframe the position of lo indigena in national 

memory.  Despite these shifts, in both cases the country’s social hierarchies were 

stridently reinforced.  In the early twentieth century firm divisions were established 

between the rural indigenous workforce, the ladino population, and the slim minority of 

foreign investors.  No longer would a population of backward Indians hold the country 

back.  Instead, through their compulsory contributions to economic development and 

national infrastructure projects they served the interests of foreign investors and carried 

the country into the twentieth century.  In contrast, with the inception of the civil war in 

1960 and the later counterinsurgency efforts of the 1980’s, the country’s indigenous 

majority was instead viewed with suspicion and contempt.  

                                                      
13 Robert Rydell, World of Fairs: The Century of Progress Expositions, Introduction.   
14 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
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The following chapter will demonstrate that as a result of the counterinsurgency 

war, hundreds of thousands of Guatemalans were forced to flee to exile in Mexico where 

new conditions and experiences contributed to the development of new demands for not 

only citizenship rights and political inclusion, but also to interpretive power over 

memory.  Letters written by the refugees to the presidents of both Mexico and Guatemala 

during the early period of exile revealed both the formation of a community in exile and 

the development of a heightened political awareness.
15

  While navigating the country’s 

complex and at times contradictory response to the incursion, this population gained 

unique support and resources.  As a result, they engaged with Guatemalan government in 

the negotiations that set the terms of their collective return which included access land 

and credit, security, and political participation.   

In examining the conditions that prompted the mass exodus out of Guatemala in 

the 1980’s, the refugee experience and the subsequent return process was all the more 

significant in the context of the new negotiations for the 1996 Peace Accords and in the 

continued struggle to redefine the Guatemalan citizen.  While the primary focus of the 

chapter is on the conditions in Mexico that contributed to the emergence of a politically 

engaged refugee community, or retornados as they call themselves, it will also provide a 

context for understanding just how critical the period of exile was in shifting national 

memory as not only inclusive of the conditions, experiences, and contributions of lo 

indigena, but also for lo indigena to contribute to its construction and interpretation.               

                                                      
15 Frente Democrático Contra la Represión, Guatemala, Centro America,  “Carta abierta a Presidente López 

Portillo de México,” Collecion Holandesa, F.D.C.R. Embajada de España, Numero 54(66)(1980).   
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Lo Indigena: The Struggle for Land    

In an effort to convey an image of the country that appealed to both foreign 

investors and tourists, President Reina Barrios and other political elites exploited lo 

indigena as a symbol of progress and modernity.  The image of the compliant and willing 

Indian and the huipile clad Maya woman starkly contrasted to the reality of daily life for 

the majority of Guatemalans.  The 1987 Exposition signaled not only the beginning of a 

series of development projects, but also a placed increased pressure on a population 

already starved for land.
16

  When Barrios was assassinated in the year following the 

Central American Exposition, Manuel Estrada Cabrera took power and instituted the 

Liberal Development Program in which major economic, agricultural, and infrastructure 

projects were completed by the increasingly dispossessed indigenous population.   

 Following Cabrera, the thirteen-year dictatorship of Jorge Ubico continued the 

trend of granting land as well as political and economic concessions to foreign investors.  

Most notably, during this period the United Fruit Company established a banana 

monopoly in the country and owned not only most of the arable land, but also nearly 

every mile of track laid by International Railways of Central America, or IRCA, a 

subsidiary of United Fruit.
17

  In 1932 Ubico also enacted a series of Vagrancy Laws in 

which that state exercised yet another measure of control over the indigenous population.   

                                                      
16

 Piero Gleijeses.  Shattered Hope: the Guatemalan Revolution and the United States, 1944-1954. 

(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1991). 8-29. 
17 see Stephen C. Schlesinger and Stephen Kinzer. Bitter Fruit: The Untold Story of the American Coup in 

Guatemala. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1982). 



23 

As foreign investors continued to increase their landholdings, the Vagrancy Laws ensured 

that the suddenly dispossessed be required to work on the country’s fincas and 

plantations for at least one hundred days of the year.
18

  In what amounted to little more 

than a system of debt peonage, policies continued to favor the hacendado while severely 

limiting the recourse of lo indigena.
19

               

Led by Juan Jose Arevalo and Jacobo Arbenz Guzman the Guatemalan 

Revolution, also referred to as the Democratic Spring, that spanned from 1944 to 1954 

instituted a series of land and labor reforms that dramatically shifted the balance of power 

away from the foreign landowner and the country’s elite minority.  Aside from the 

sweeping social reforms instituted by Arevalo, the true hallmark of the Guatemalan 

Revolution came with the vast agrarian reform agenda instituted by Arbenz in the 1952 

Agrarian Reform Law.  The law expropriated the idle lands left vacant by foreign 

investors such as United Fruit, which was only using eight percent of its total land 

holding that extended across the country.
20

   By 1954 more than 10,000 families could 

once again return to the Highlands and take up small holding.
21

  In just ten years, the 

“Democratic Spring” had deeply transformed Guatemala; democratic principles were 

established and the country’s political leaders publicly committed themselves to shifting 
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away from the  economic structures that favored the elite minority and instead responded 

to the country’s rural and indigenous masses.
22

 

The 1954 fall of the Guatemalan Revolution in a coup led by Carlos Castillo 

Armas and backed by the United States restored the former political and economic order.  

The introduction of labor codes, agrarian reforms, and Arbenz’s 1951 formal recognition 

of the communist party or the PGT (Partido Guatemaleco del Trabajo) proved to be far 

too progressive.  Such actions tapped into the long held fears of Indian rebellion and 

prompted the the landed classes to conspire with the Eisenhower administration and the 

CIA to reverse the course of the revolution.
23

  The anti-communist rhetoric of the Cold 

War only heightened fears especially as the PGT began organizing and promoting 

Arbenz’s agrarian reforms which in turn prompted the formation of over 500 peasant 

unions and 300 peasant leagues.
24

 

 With the installation of military dictatorships in the period that followed, 

thousands of civilians were arrested, tortured, and killed.
25

  As a result, policies of 

heightened repression and marginalization returned to rural Guatemala.  By the end of 

1956, just two years after the fall of Arbenz, only 0.4 percent of those supposed to benefit 

from the agrarian reform still retained their lands.
26

  Through a series of successive 
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military dictatorships the Democratic Spring not only came to a halt, but repression an 

violence reached new levels in an effort to consolidate national hegemony.  The 1956 

amendment to the constitution that guaranteed the military’s legal autonomy illustrated 

its impressive power and served to legitimize the state violence that rose to 

unprecedented levels during the counterinsurgency war of the 1980’s.
27

  

 

Lo Refugiado: Responses to the Counterinsurgency War 

 Throughout the early twentieth century, increased labor migration to Mexico 

illustrated the crippling impact that the loss of land and repressive policies had on rural 

communities.  Estimates ranged from 10,000 to 20,000 campesinos that regularly crossed 

into Mexico in search of work as seasonal laborers on coffee plantations.
28

  With Armas 

in power in 1954, the number of seasonal workers rose to 60,000 with many ultimately 

settling in Chiapas, Mexico.  Until Guatemalan independence in 1824, the state of 

Chiapas remained part of Guatemalan territory with an official border established much 

later in 1882 dividing the two countries.
29

  During the early period of exile as many as 

thirty-three percent of the refugees had relatives living in the country prior to their entry.   
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 Despite significant differences between the 21 distinct Maya linguistic groups, 

many refugees were able to integrate with relative ease into the local communities.
30

  For 

others, the experience of exile was based on a shared memory of violence and repression 

and as such aided in bringing together an otherwise diverse population.  Moreover, 

despite having escaped the mounting violence in their home country, upon their arrival 

the refugees faced the task of navigating Mexico’s complex and unclear policy regarding 

refugee populations.  As Greg Grandin’s analysis of the political maneuvering of Maya 

communities, including the Maya elite of Quetzaltenango, illustrated that indigenous 

communities had long maintained a political awareness.
31

  As was demonstrated by the 

widespread participation in organizations like the Frente Democratico Contra la 

Repression, or FDCR and the Comite de Unidad Campesina, or the CUC, political 

refugees entered Mexico with an awareness of their conditions and circumstances.
32

 

   The assassinations of prominent opposition figures including former Guatemala 

City Mayor Manuel Colom and Alberto Fuentes, the founder of the Social Democrat 

Party, demonstrated the increased levels of violence and repression throughout the 1970’s 

and into the early 1980’s under the Presidency of General Romeo Lucas Garcia.  Prior to 

the official launch of counterinsurgency efforts, in 1981 Chiapas recorded the first wave 
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of refugees totaling approximately 5,000 people.
33

  It was not until 1982, under the 

leadership of General Efrian Rios Montt, that the counterinsurgency war emerged as a 

scorched-earth campaign which included the destruction of villages, its surrounding 

fields, the relentless hunt for survivors, and the forced relocation and concentration of 

Maya survivors into army controlled re-education camps and model villages.
34

  The 

campaign was aimed specifically, at the URNG or the Guatemalan National 

Revolutionary Unity and the rural and predominately indigenous communities of the 

Highlands thought to be harboring sympathies and support for the guerillas.
35

   As a 

result, in the same year nearly 30,000 refugees fled to safety in Mexico.
36

                                              

 Considered as the most violent period of the thirty-six year Guatemalan Civil 

War, the period from 1982 to 1985 ran rampant with human right violations, mass deaths, 
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and an even greater number of displaced peoples.
37

  The work of Ricardo Falla and 

Jennifer Schirmer on the armed conflict and particularly in the period of the 

counterinsurgency war, have contributed to a detailed understanding of the extent of la 

violencia’s brutality and devastation.
38

  Estimates reach as high as 500,000 persons—the 

majority of whom were Maya—that became both internal and external refugees during 

the height of the violence.
39

  The massacre of entire villages—thought be harboring 

guerilla sympathizers in the rural Highland region—became commonplace with estimates 

reaching as high as 150,000 killed in just a three year period.
40

  In 1999 the Historical 

Clarification Commission released its report: Guatemala Memory of Silence finding that 

the state sponsored violence rose to the level of genocide, as 83 percent of the victims 

were identified as Maya.
41

                       

 In the initial years of what Mexican President Jose Lopez Portillo termed as the 

refugee crisis, policies remained largely unclear reflecting an ambivalence in formulating 

a firm national response.  On the one hand, in 1980 a presidential decree was issued 

establishing COMAR, the Mexican Commission for the Aid of Refugees.
42

  On the other 

hand, refugees arriving as early as 1981 were often captured by Mexican migration 
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authorities to be deported back to Guatemala with 3,000 deported in 1981 alone.  

Scholars such as Angela Delli Sante have fiercely criticized the Mexican government’s 

policies towards the refugee population.
43

   

 Prior to the influx of the Guatemalan refugees, Mexico garnered international 

prestige as a country that was both receptive and generous to people fleeing political 

persecution.
44

  In the 1930’s Mexican President Lazaro Cardenas extended a life-saving 

welcome to Spanish republican activists fleeing the Spanish Civil War.
45

  Later in the 

1960’s throngs of South Americans sought safety in Mexico from the various conflicts 

erupting throughout that region.
46

  In 1981, Lopez Portillo made a striking move by 

officially extending political recognition to El Salvador’s FMLN, or the Farabundo Marti 

National Liberation Front.  In contrast, not only did Lopez Portillo or his successor 

Miguel de la Madrid neglect to legitimized the efforts of the URNG, they also declined to 

offer permanent immigration status to the Guatemalans as it has to other groups fleeing 

from political violence.     

 While Lopez Portillo and the Mexican government struggled to achieve a firm 

political solution for the growing community of refugees, non-governmental agencies and 

especially the Catholic Church stepped in to provide the protection and assistance that the 

state hesitated to offer.  Headed by Bishop Samuel Ruiz Garcia, the Diocese of San 
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Cristobal de las Casas was influential in directing the country’s response towards the 

refugees and demanded that COMAR take a greater role in advocating for the refugees.  

Stemming largely from the Accion Catolica initiatives established in Puebla in a 1971 

meeting of bishops, the Mexican Catholic Church formulated its socially progressive 

response to Vatican II held in 1962.  It was in this manner that the Catholic Church was 

the first to step in to provide assistance and aided in developing a sense of self-

sufficiency amongst the refugees.          

 Ruiz Garcia’s involvement with the local indigenous community made the 

Diocese of San Cristobal the country’s most progressive.  As more and more refugees 

fled to southern Mexico, the Bishop called on the existing network of villages spread 

throughout Chiapas in an effort to mobilize resources and to build solidarity with the 

refugee community.  With the support of the Diocese of San Cristobal the refugees began 

building temporary camps on the border.   Initially, it was the Catholic Church that 

worked directly with the refugees in providing the basic needs for their survival such as 

food, shelter, and medicine, while international non-governmental organizations, or 

NGOs, looking to assist in the refugee crisis utilized the Catholic Church as a means to 

channel resources to the refugees.        

 Though a critical part of the experience of exile, the influence of both national 

and international aid should not overshadow the refugees’s self-organization.  With basic 

needs met and little resistance at the local level, they quickly took charge of their new life 

in Mexico by participating in not only the production of food and the building of shelter.  
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Nevertheless, the involvement of aid organizations contributed to the new conditions and 

experiences that aided in the transformation from refugee to retornado.  The Diocese of 

San Cristobal once again stepped in during the initial years of exile by first training and 

later recruiting the refugees as relief workers capable of overseeing the wellbeing of 

others refugees new to Mexico.
47

  Most significantly, the Diocese offered Spanish 

literacy classes to refugees that arrived speaking only their native languages.
48

  The 

ability to communicate in a common language allowed for the development of new skills, 

the organization of a community of refugees bound by a common language and shared 

memory, and the emergence of community leaders.                               

 The involvement of both the Catholic Church and international aid organizations 

stood in stark contrast to the administration’s concerns over the security and the 

permeability of its southern border.  While Mexico had publicly criticized the decades of 

political violence and extended life-saving protections to Guatemalans feeling the 

brutality of their homeland, the country also feared the implications for internal security.  

This fear stemmed from the belief that the subversive fervor, that was thought to have 

taken hold amongst the refugees, would foment and extend across the region.  This fear 

was especially prevalent in Chiapas where dire economic conditions and the unequal 

distribution of land had led to the emergence of grassroots peasant movements and 

militant organizations.
49

  The increased violence in Guatemala and the concurrent 
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population of refugees posed a threat to national security as fears stirred about the 

violence potentially spilling over into Mexico.  It was thought that the guerilla 

movements, so prominent in Guatemala, were also infiltrating the rural and 

predominantly indigenous region of southern Mexico. 

 Between 1981 and 1984 the Guatemalan Army regularly violated Mexican 

sovereignty in order to conduct raids on the refugee camps along the border.  Throughout 

this period, as many as 68 military incursions took place resulting in numerous 

abductions and casualties among both the refugees and the local population.
50

  For Lopez 

Portillo, denouncing the raids meant also denouncing the actions of the Guatemalan state 

which for diplomatic reasons, the administration was not prepared to do.  In 1983 Lopez 

Portillo launched diplomatic efforts throughout the region in an effort to garner support 

for the Contadora peace process.
51

  Contadora was an initiative aimed at fostering and 

maintaining peaceable relations throughout Latin America.  In attempting to push through 

Contadora, Mexico’s international diplomatic efforts may have influenced the country’s 

responses to the refugee problem.  At the time, Contadora was regarded as one of 

Mexico’s more significant and ambitious foreign policy initiatives and support from 

Guatemala meant turning a blind eye to the mounting political violence in the country.  

Instead of addressing the issues of border security and sovereignty with the Guatemalan 
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government, the country instead turned their attention and efforts to the relocation and 

eventual repatriation of the refugees back to their homeland.    

 Mexico’s debt crisis of the 1980‘s further illustrated that popular reactions to the 

refugee presence may have influenced Lopez Portillo’s ambivalence in crafting a firm 

response.  The devaluation of the peso in conjunction with an increase in the prices of 

basic consumer goods, such as corn, wheat, and electricity further contributed to the rapid 

deterioration of the Mexican economy.
52

  The debt crisis came to a head just as the 

refugees began flowing into the country, leaving many in the county to point the finger at 

the predominately indigenous and poor population of newly arrived refugees.  Within the 

government and across the country, the refugee population was increasingly looked upon 

as a drain on the nation’s resources.  A 1984 editorial in The Nation included comments 

made by a high ranking official in the Mexican Interior Ministry that enumerated the 

problems posed by the presence of the refugee population including increased 

unemployment rates, the displacement of Mexican nationals, and a rise in delinquency.
53

 

 While the government continued to deny permanent immigration status to the 

refugees, national and international backlash against the deportations compelled the 

country to reexamine its policies regarding the refugee population.  Concurrently, in 1982 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) entered the country.  

With the additional resources that the UNHCR offered, Lopez Portillo agreed to extend a 
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temporary immigration status for the 46,000 refugees settling in the camps.  The 

remaining population of nearly 150,000 was extended no protections and was defined as 

undocumented migrants subject to deportation.
54

  As late as 1984, the United Nations 

High Commissioner noted that Mexico had still not ratified the U.N.’s Convention of 

Refugees.   

With the increased attention on the region, the Mexican government, under the 

supervision of COMAR and the UNHCR maneuvered for control over the refugee camps 

in Chiapas.  Fearing that an overly progressive diocese in Chiapas was contributing to the 

instability and unrest in the region, the government seized control over the refugee 

population.
55

  As a result, interactions with the local population were severely limited in 

order to ensure tensions regarding poverty and access to land were not exacerbated.  

Along with the growing concerns of immediate physical violence spilling into the 

country, Lopez Portillo feared that a sudden surge in the refugee population would make 

the region all the more politically volatile.  Concerned that a dangerous political situation 

might emerge, the Mexican government grew all the more defensive and suspicious of 

the refugees and therefore took measures to restrict the movement and the actions of 

those living in UN sponsored camps.
56

  In 1983, at the urging of both governments as 
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well as the UNHCR’s concerns over mounting insecurity, COMAR was prompted to 

propose solutions for what was considered to be a long-term problem facing Mexico.   

While the policies towards the refugee population were anything but clear, their 

repatriation remained the primary goal of the Mexican government from the start.  

Increased international attention not only placed the spotlight on the refugees, but also on 

the repression and violence they left behind.  It was for this reason, that the Mexican 

government remained hesitant in forcing the involuntary return of the refugees whose 

safety could not be guaranteed once they crossed the border.
57

  Relocation of the refugees 

outside of Chiapas was ultimately deemed as the best option.  Through the forced 

relocation of refugees to Campeche and Quintana Roo both COMAR and the Mexican 

military sought to sever the ties formed between the Guatemalans and the local 

population.  The Mexican government aimed to avoid potential conflict with neighboring 

Guatemala, as well as to prevent “Guatemalinization” (or radicalization) of the rural 

peasantry in Chiapas.
58

   

Even though the camps, especially those in Campeche and Quintana Roo, were 

somewhat isolated and restrictive, the refugees that ultimately remained were offered 

greater protection, visibility, resources, and links to international aid and non-

governmental organizations.
59

  As a result of the increased spotlight on the region and the 
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involvement of both state and non-state actors, this once silenced population gained the 

skills and knowledge to organize.  The emergence of a community in exile relied 

exclusively on the common experience as political refugees as well as in the painful 

recollection of a shared history marred by institutional violence and plagued with 

repression.
60

  Both the collective memory of a violent past and the shared concerns over 

the insecurity and instability of their homeland served as the organizing principle of a 

new community that turned their efforts to their collective return.
61

             

 

Repatriation vs. Collective Return 

In 1987 with the support of the UNHCR and international NGOs the refugees 

created the Comisiones Permanantes, or CCPP, aimed at negotiating for their collective 

return to Guatemala.
62

  While the Mexican and Guatemalan governments and the 

UNHCR played an important role in the repatriation of the refugees, the CCPP organized 

the collective return as a bottom-up political process generated by the refugees 

themselves.
63

  The distinction between collective return and repatriation is significant in 

understanding the significance of the refugee experience in Mexico.   

In contrast to the negotiations for a collective return, repatriation referred to the 

actions of the government and international organizations that arranged for the return of 
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the refugees, seeking little if any input from them throughout the process.  After three 

decades of military dictatorship, in 1986 the election of the Christian Democratic 

President Vinicio Cerezo marked both a return to civilian rule as well as the beginning of 

official efforts aimed at repatriation.
64

  As a civilian,  Cerezo’s presidency revealed the 

military’s confidence in the successes of the counterinsurgency war.  Yet, it was still the 

military that wielded and exercised power while also providing structural support for the 

state.
65

  Nevertheless, Cerezo placed the refugee crisis and repatriation high on the state 

agenda and established the National Commission for the Repatriates, Refugees, and 

Displaced Persons (CEAR) in late 1986.  By 1990, over 6,000 refugees had been 

repatriated as a result of the coordination of efforts by not only the CEAR, but also from 

COMAR, and the UNHCR.
66

   

While Rios Montt regarded the refugees as guerillas and the camps in Mexico as 

nothing more than guerilla basses, the Cerezo administration actively convinced the 

refugees to return home.
67

  The government sponsored program of repatriation viewed 

the refugees as mere subjects of government action and they were given minimal 

opportunity to participate or advocate for their own return.  The underlying motives for 

Guatemala’s repatriation efforts were not humanitarian, but rather strategic in the 

continued management of the counterinsurgency war.  With the refugees back in 
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Guatemala and resettled in the army run “model villages” the state could better control 

the population away from the border and out of the international spotlight.  

When refugees organized and and engaged in direct negotiations with Cerezo and 

the CEAR they became retornados.  In organizing for their collective return, they became 

political actors with a voice and a stake in the decision-making and the negotiation 

process that ultimately led to their return.  The negotiations for a collective return also 

reflected new demands for citizenship rights and political inclusion.  For the first time, 

this population was in control of setting the terms for their participation in national 

politics and their representation in national memory.
68

   

  In 1989, the CCPP made official the conditions necessary for their return which 

included safety, access to land and credit, and the right of the refugees to continue to 

determine the terms of collective return.
69

  The Guatemalan government and CEAR 

initially rejected the CCPPs conditions fearing that the resettlement of refugees outside of 

military control would create a base for insurgency support to once again flourish, 

undermining the efforts and successes of the Counterinsurgency War.   It was not until 

1992 that an agreement was finally reached between the two groups with the first 

collective return of 3,000 refugees occurring in January of 1993.
70

  With the agreements 

signed between the CCPP and the Guatemalan government the refugees had negotiated 
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for their inclusion in the political process.  Cerezo and the CEAR agreed to facilitate 

access to land and to limit the role and involvement of the military in the lives of the 

refugees that attempted to resettle and rebuild their lives as Guatemalan citizens.
71

  The 

formation of the CCPP was a major turning point for the refugee community.
72

  The 

experience of exile demonstrated that the refugees were not merely the passive victims of 

Guatemala’s traditionally repressive and exclusionary political system.   

The mobilization of a collective, voluntary, and organized return to Guatemala 

illustrated that the formerly dispossessed and disenfranchised indigenous majority 

amassed political legitimacy through their negotiations with the Cerezo regime and the 

CEAR.  As the result of the organization of the CCPP, the population of former refugees 

garnered increased visibility in the context of the broader social and political issues that 

prompted the exile of the Guatemalans in the first place.  Their successes in negotiating 

with the Guatemalan government revealed the extent of the influence they had in 

directing social and political processes, thereby urging national transformation upon their 

return to la patria.
73

  Despite the unclear policies of the Mexican state, the refugees were 

nonetheless extended protections and accommodations as a result of the involvement of 

the Catholic Church, the United Nations, NGOs, and civilian organizations on the ground 

in the refugee camps.  While in Mexico, the common history of repression and 
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marginalization and the shared experience of violence connected an otherwise diverse 

population that together looked towards their return to Guatemala as a return to 

struggle.
74

  

In the following chapters, the experience of exile in Mexico is further emphasized 

in an effort to demonstrate the unique conditions that contributed to new demands for 

citizenship rights and political inclusion.  The emergence of women’s organizations in 

particular, demonstrated the way in which memory functioned both in the development of 

an imagined community of retornados as well as in the development of new definitions of 

the Guatemalan citizen.  Most significantly, the experience of exile and the transition 

from refugee to retornado stood in stark contrast to the image of lo indigena formerly 

propagated by the country’s political elite.  The next chapter will illustrate how 

publicizing and politicizing the memories of la Violencia not only prompted a shift in 

national memory, but also contributed to the development of politically active retornadas.  

While the experience of exile in Mexico facilitated the loss of confidence in government 

authority, women’s community participation demonstrated new ways of thinking about 

the distribution of power in the family, the community, and the nation.   
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CHAPTER TWO: FROM REFUGIADA TO RETORNADA - I, 

RIGOBERTA AND THE POLITICS OF MEMORY 

 
One of our biggest objectives is to train ourselves, in order to develop knowledge of new things, 

and in particular our rights as women, and how to defend those rights.  Above all, we want to be 

in control of our own futures. 

-Mama Maquin, 1994 

 

 The public testimony of Rigoberta Menchu illustrated the significance of memory 

in the development of political action amongst the retornados.  Her story as told in I, 

Rigoberta Menchu not only chronicled her experiences as a refugee woman, but also as a 

victim of the counterinsurgency war.  Though her narrative has been questioned and even 

discredited by some in the academic community, it has remained one of the most well-

known and widely read accounts of the struggle for survival in Guatemala.75  For the 

purposes of this study, her testimony is evidence of the centrality of social memory in the 

emergence of new expectations for inclusion and citizenship rights as the retornados 

organized for their collective return.  The transformative power of memory and the 

gendering of consciousness are central themes in Menchu’s testimonio.  While certain 

details of her narrative are disputed, their inclusion reflects the ongoing process of 

reframing collective memory to include the formerly silenced recollections of the 

country’s indigenous majority.  Her testimony not only drew international focus to the 
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situation in Guatemala, but more significantly also extended the experiences of the 

retornados to reflect those of all poor Guatemalans.
76

 

 In I, Rigoberta Menchu the otherwise silenced memories of la Violencia were 

reframed in such a way that chronicled Menchu’s transformation from passive victim to 

political actor.  Much in the way that Temma Kaplan described how the Chilean activist 

Nieves Ayress publicized and politicized her experience as a victim of Augusto 

Pinochet’s brutal regime, Rigoberta Menchu’s narrative succeeded in drawing 

international attention to the escalating situation in Guatemala while also challenging the 

country’s tradition of the exclusion and marginalization of its indigenous peasantry.
77

  

Kaplan argued that Ayress’ public account of her imprisonment and torture deflected 

shame away from the victim and rightfully onto the victimizer.  In other words, 

publicizing the memory of violence and trauma was an intensely political act due to the 

way in which memory undermined the nation’s official history.  While it is important to 

note that there are significant differences in the experiences, motivations, and 

circumstances of both women, they nonetheless illustrate the power of memory as well as 

the social nature of collective memory.   
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Mama Maquin and the Development of a Community Consciousness 

 For refugee women, the emergence of political activism in organizations such as 

Mama Maquin largely centered on the shared memories of a traumatic past.  Founded in 

1990, Mama Maquin was the first organization formed by refugee women.  The 

organization dedicated itself to the task of improving the economic situation of women 

while also training them to develop the skills needed for self-sufficiency.  The experience 

as refugees forced women to rethink their place, as indigenous women, at the local and 

national levels of Guatemalan society.  Prior to the inception of Mama Maquin refugee 

women faced significant limitations in their public participation.  Through the 

organization, refugee women gained valuable skills that aided not only in the emergence 

of political activism, but also served as the foundation for new expectations for 

citizenship rights and inclusion upon their return to Guatemala.   

 As is evident with the case of Mama Maquin, the involvement and attention of 

government and non-government organizations remained a central feature of the refugee 

experience.  Sara Blue argues that the support of NGOs was essential to the successes of 

Mama Maquin that included the development of community consciousness and political 

action amongst refugee women.78  During their initial years in Mexico, the inability to 

speak and understand Spanish as well as their confinement to the domestic sphere 

maintained the traditionally limited involvement of women in community affairs.  With 

the support of the UNHCR, which had only established an Office of Women’s Affairs in 
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Chiapas in 1990, and a local Mexican women’s organization (the Center of Investigation 

and Action for Women - CIAM) Mama Maquin was able to provide refugee women with 

essential skills and resources.79  For example, focusing explicitly on the desires and 

concerns expressed by the women, special literacy workbooks and language classes were 

created with an emphasis on broadening their knowledge of the return process.80  

Moreover, the organization provided support for women constrained by their household 

duties by securing funds for household items such as gas stoves and corn mills.
81

  With 

less time devoted to domestic tasks women encountered less resistance from their 

husbands and were all the more able to participate in community decision making.   

 The 1994 publication De Refugiadas a Retornadas: Memorial de Experiencias 

Organizadas de las Mujeres Refugiadas en Chiapas illustrated the breadth and the impact 

of Mama Maquin.
82

  Charged by the UNHCR with the task of identifying both the 

refugee women and their areas of concern, the publication reflected the results of an 

extensive and wide-reaching survey.  Of the 560 women interviewed throughout 60 

different camps in Chiapas, De Refugiadas a Retornadas showed that the most pressing 

issue facing refugee women was the desire to return home to Guatemala and to 
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participate in that process.
83

  More than anything, the survey offered greater visibility and 

recognition to the organization not only amongst the greater refugee population but also 

with international and non-government aid organizations.  Such institutional support was 

essential for Mama Maquin’s success in encouraging women’s political participation. 

 The new conditions of exile created a space for women to participate as active 

members of their community.  Mama Maquin came to represent eight thousand women 

spread throughout refugee camps in the Mexican states of Chiapas, Campeche, and 

Quintana Roo.  As is evident by its wide appeal, the organization was successful at 

incorporating women from various indigenous groups.  For example, Spanish language 

instruction brought women from different Maya communities together through the use of 

a common language.  Initially, the refugees arrived in Mexico as a diverse group 

speaking up to twenty-one different dialects of the Maya language.  Aside from skills 

based instruction, the women in conjunction with CIAM also attended workshops on 

topics ranging from issues in women’s and human rights to the political situation in 

Guatemala and the rights of refugees (both those living in Mexico and those planning to 

return to Guatemala).
84

  Such efforts at consciousness-raising were further augmented by 

workshops that focused on building the refugee women’s self-esteem.  In its 

representation and advocacy of so many women, the organization amassed the political 

capital needed in order to participate alongside the male-dominated CCPP in the 

negotiations for their collective return.   
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 The success of Mama Maquin in encouraging women’s political participation 

further illustrates the way in which previously established gender relations were 

undermined as a result of the new conditions encountered throughout the period of exile.  

Upon their arrival in Mexico and prior to the inception of the organization, women’s 

community engagement developed in response to the group’s immediate needs for 

survival.  The relationship between men and women was fundamentally challenged due 

to the lack of opportunity for men to provide for their families.  Whereas subsistence 

agriculture accounted for the primary source of income for the majority of Highland 

families, life in the refugee camps afforded little opportunity for men to continue as 

agriculturalists.
85

   

 The involvement of government and non-government aid organizations in 

initiatives that included health and hygiene promotion, disease prevention, and cooking 

brigades underscored central role of women in their efforts to relay such vital information 

to their communities.
86

  It is in this way that aid projects, though following traditionally 

accepted gendered expectations, elevated the importance of women’s work when men 

could no longer provide for their families in ways they previously had.  As was 

emphasized in chapter one, the refugees viewed their presence in Mexico as a direct 

consequence of la Violencia.  The experience as a community in exile not only came to 

be characterized by shifting gender relations, but also by an increase in women’s 
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community participation.  Shared memories of the unprecedented levels of repression and 

violence further contributed to the loss of confidence in government authority.  As a 

result, women organized in an effort to both improve their circumstances and to ensure 

that their past would not be forgotten. 

 In the case of Mama Maquin memory was an integral part of the form and 

function of the organization.  The shared memory of La Violencia and the new conditions 

of exile brought women together forming a new community of politically active 

retornadas.  The organization’s name honored the memory of Adelina Caal Maquin, a 

Q’eqchi’ Maya woman who lost her life in the 1978 Panzos Massacre.   Adelina Maquin, 

affectionately referred to as Mama Maquin, led the ill-fated protest where she and thirty-

four others were killed in the town’s plaza.  In response to the requests of local finca 

owners to quell the demands of hundreds of campesinos for the return of their communal 

lands, the Guatemalan army opened fire on protesters gathered outside of the town’s 

municipal offices.
87

  While her voice may have been silenced, her memory was later 

appropriated by popular organizations.  The guerilla movement claimed her as one of 

their own claiming that she joined the guerillas in the 1960’s and praising her as one of 

the few female patriots that was murdered by the military dictatorship.
88

  For refugee 

women in Mexico, her legacy as a Maya woman and a community leader dedicated to the 

struggle for land and equality fueled the emergence of Mama Maquin - the refugee 
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women’s rights organization committed to the struggle to include indigenous women in 

negotiating the terms of their collective return and for their place in la patria.  

 For both Rigoberta Menchu and the women that comprised Mama Maquin the 

shared memories of violence and repression formed the foundation for both a group 

identity and political consciousness to emerge.  Of the many reasons that Menchu’s 

testimonio resonates in this discussion, it is the way in which she asserts herself as an 

active and direct opponent of General Efrian Rios Montt’s Counterinsurgency War that is 

significant.  Victoria Sanford argues that Menchu’s vocal challenge to the country’s 

tradition of exclusion, history of violence, and legacy of repression reframed the image of 

the passive and submissive Maya woman.89  By remembering their past and reordering 

their present, Rigoberta Menchu and the eight thousand women that comprised Mama 

Maquin, developed an awareness of themselves as female social actors whom, as a result 

of their experiences in Mexico, developed new expectations for citizenship rights.90  Born 

out of necessity, women’s initial community engagement and their later participation in 

Mama Maquin had a transformative impact on the community - turning refugiadas into 

retornadas. 
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La Violencia: Unintended Consequences and the Politics of Memory  

 Publicizing memories of the violent past served to catapult Rigoberta Menchu to 

international recognition while also offering increased attention and legitimacy to the 

retornados in their efforts to organize for their collective return.  To approach I, 

Rigoberta as merely an autobiography or as solely a politically motivated text, is beside 

the point.  Her testimony was central in understanding both the way that collective 

memory functions as well as the way that the act of remembering was political and as 

such, contributed to shifts in Guatemalan civil society.  Moreover, it further informed the 

process by which refugees became retornados and the new expectations that emerged as 

they negotiated for their return.   

 In contrast to those that endured the culture of silence and repression that 

followed the army’s massacre of Highland villages, la Violencia had a strikingly different 

impact on the retornados due to their experience as a community in exile.  This was 

especially evident in two case studies of Santiago Atitilan, where violence and repression 

characterized daily life and Tucuru, a finca community that while left untouched by the 

violence still endured fast abuses and suffering.
91

  Published in 1983 as the 

counterinsurgency war under Rios Montt raged through the countryside, Menchu’s 

testimony publicized and politicized the silenced memories that detailed the extent and 

impact of state terror.  Her testimony not only drew international attention, but concurrent 
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with the actions of the refugees in the UNHCR camps in Mexico, her testimony further 

contributed to a shift in collective memory and national identity politics in Guatemala.  

I, Rigoberta Menchu, or more generally the genre of testimonio, is evidence of the 

way in which collective memory is socially framed.  Maurice Halbwachs’s theory of 

collective memory helps to explain the prominence of memory as an organizing principle 

for the retornados as well as the relevance of Rigoberta Menchu’s testimony in this 

discussion.
92

  Drawing from Emile Durkheim’s theory of collective consciousness, which 

suggested that beliefs and attitudes held in common are essential for social solidarity; 

Halbwachs instead focused on collective memory as essential to the shaping and 

maintaining of a social identity.
93

  He argued that collective memory is not only 

significant in the construction of individual and group identity, but is also critical for the 

formation and survival of social groups.
94

  Collective memory is then social because 

social groups determine what is memorable and what is forgettable - society ensures what 

is remembered as well as how and when we remember.  

 Eric Hobsbawm’s Invention of Tradition further shows the way in which memory 

is utilized in the construction of a national identity that is rooted in a common past.
95

  In 

looking at social memories as inventions of the past, Hobsbawm argued that they are 

utilized and institutionalized in the present in nationalist projects ranging from popular 

                                                      
92 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
93 IBID 
94 See, Barbara Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering, (Maidenhead, Berkshire, England:Open 

University Press, 2003). 
95 See, Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition, (Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]: Cambridge 

University Press, 1983). 



51 

celebrations and commemorations to institutionalized education.  Together both 

Halbwachs’s and Hobsbawm’s respective arguments underscores the significance of the 

retornados in facilitating a shift in collective memory, especially in light of the 

workshops and consciousness raising activities administered by Mama Maquin that 

facilitated the transition from refugee to retornado.  Moreover, the conflicts and 

challenges that arose at the local and national level when the retornados returned to 

Guatemala emerged as a result of a collective memory that reflected the social group’s 

challenge to the role of lo indigena in the country’s national memory. 

 Rigoberta Menchu’s testimony, as an act of making formerly silenced memories 

public, prompted a shift in collective memory in Guatemala to include the history of 

violence and repression.  David Stoll, one of Menchu’s most vocal critics, seemingly 

misses the point as he looked to inaccuracies and exaggerations in her narrative in the 

construction of his counter-narrative.
96

  Stoll shifts the blame away from Rios Montt’s 

counterinsurgency war and argued that instead the rural and indigenous peasantry was 

caught between two armies - the Guatemalan military and guerilla organizations fueled 

by the Cuban Revolution’s influence on middle class intellectuals.
97

  His argument 

highlights two points that are relevant to this discussion.  First, as will be explained 

further, the inaccuracies and contradictions he points to in Menchu’s testimony rather 

than a faulty historical record are instead evidence of the way in which collective 
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memory is social.  Second, the premise of his argument is problematic in that it further 

strips the Counterinsurgency War’s intended targets of agency.  As was emphasized in 

chapter one, for the population of retornados, a political consciousness was asserted not 

only in their organization and mobilization, but in the initial act of crossing into Mexico 

as refugees.     

 In response to critiques of Menchu’s narrative, the often cited inaccuracies and 

inconsistencies with her narrative demonstrated the way in which collective memory 

functions in a social group.  More to the point, the narrative in I, Rigoberta illustrated the 

way in which individual memories are integrated into one common past.
98

  Though 

seemingly insignificant in the context of Halbawchs’s social framework for collective 

memory, the importance of the individual, as the group member that does the 

remembering is not lost in his argument.  To Halbwachs, even truly personal memories - 

those that contribute to the unity of the group - are socially constructed and not very 

personal at all because they are comprised of “diverse and separate elements”.
99

  

Collective memory is socially organized while individual memory is never 

conventionalized or standardized.  Yet, collective memory is essential in shaping 

personal remembrances just as individual remembrance is necessary for the endurance 

and strength of collective memory.  

                                                      
98 See, Eviatar Zerubavel, Social Mindscapes: An Invitation to Cognitive Sociology. (Cambridge, Mass: 

Harvard University Press, 1997). 
99 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, 25.   



53 

 Rather than debate the legitimacy of Rigoberta Menchu’s narrative or that of the 

genera of testimonio, it is instead necessary to recognize her story for the prominence it 

gained and the following it attracted.  For refugee women, such as Rigoberta Menchu, the 

emergence of new expectations for political inclusion and citizenship rights was a 

product of the transformative power of their memory.
100

  The act of recollecting and 

memory keeping became a political act especially in the context of the experience as 

political refugees in Mexico.  The new conditions encountered while in Mexico allowed 

the refugees to claim interpretive power over their past.  In publicizing and politicizing 

their memories, Rigoberta Menchu and Mama Maquin prompted a shift in Guatemalan 

collective memory.  In keeping with Halbawchs, refugee women reframed and reordered 

their past to serve a political purpose in the present.  Despite its criticisms, I, Rigoberta 

Menchu remains an example of this process.   

 Rios Montt’s Counterinsurgency War had a devastating impact on the 

communities that comprised the Guatemalan Highlands.  The national project of the era 

sought to silence and subvert predominately indigenous communities believed to be 

harboring communist sympathies.  Yet, as an unintended consequence of the violence 

unprecedented numbers of Guatemalans fled to safety in Mexico where new conditions 

and new skills reversed the intended effects of la Violencia.  Resulting from the 

experience of exile, the loss of confidence in government authority paralleled the 

development agency and self-sufficiency amongst refugee women.  For refugee women 
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in particular, remembering the past became the foundation for community participation 

and political action.  Both Rigoberta Menchu and the refugee women affiliated with 

Mama Maquin reversed the silence and instead brought attention to the escalating 

situation in Guatemala.   

 The testimonio of Rigoberta Menchu and the community consciousness and 

political activism of Mama Maquin together illustrate the transformative impact that the 

experience as refugees in Mexico had on the population of self-proclaimed retornados.  

Their presence in Mexico was a direct result of the Counterinsurgency War.  Yet, the new 

conditions encountered there allowed for the re-articulation of memory and power.  In 

Alessando Portelli’s The Death of Luigi Trastulli the killing of an outspoken union 

member illustrates how social memory is essential in the construction of social meaning.   

The distinction between the official story as told through newspapers and the oral (or 

testimonial) accounts of those involved in the protests that culminated with Trastulli’s 

death shows the way in which a traumatic event brings about a social change that is then 

reflected in the social group’s appropriation of collective memory.  The refugee 

experience was therefore unique not only for the development of new skills, broadened 

knowledge, and support of government and non-government organizations, but also for 

the way in which the development of political action and national consciousness 

undermined Rios Montt’s national project.  For example, the Panzos Massacre in which 

Adelina “Mama” Maquin was killed was later imbued with a new social meaning based 
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on the way that refugee women collectively remembered that traumatic event.
101

  La 

Violencia took on a new social meaning as the population of former refugees turned 

retornados remembered and reordered the past based on the political context of the 

present prompting a shift in Guatemalan national memory.    

 

Refugiadas to Retornadas  

 Upon the arrival of the refugees in Mexico, statements such as no eramos nada - 

we were nothing - and el pobre vale nada - the poor are worthless - echoed the successes 

of the national project of the era.
102

  According to Halbwachs, a social group is 

consistently engaged in a process reframing the past and manipulating memory in order 

to serve a political purpose in the present.  The counterinsurgency war emerged as a 

national initiative aimed at eliminating the communist threat thought to be percolating 

within Highland region.  Guatemalan collective memory reflected not only an intensely 

nationalist and fiercely anti-communist agenda, but also a collective silence.  For all but 

the refugees in Mexico, silence and fear remained tools of state repression.   

 The shared memory of violence and repression facilitated the development of new 

expectations for political inclusion and citizenship rights within the refugee community.  

Both Kristi Anne Stolen and M. Gabriella Torres describe the way in which the 

conditions in refugee camps in Mexico fostered the development of a gendered 

consciousness amongst women refugees.  In her case study of CONAVIGUA, a union of 
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Guatemalan widows, Jennifer Schirmer defines the gendering of consciousness as the 

point where the government authority, gendered male, is questioned and can no longer be 

trusted to govern.103  The loss of confidence in government authority paralleled the 

development of community and national consciousness and women’s political action.  In 

contrast the Counterinsurgency War’s use of silence as a tool of repression, for refugee 

women the act of remembering became a tool for political action.   

 Refugee women experienced la Violencia and its impact in inherently different 

ways than those that remained in Guatemala.  As is chronicled in I, Rigoberta Menchu 

the refugee experience in Mexico facilitated the transformation from passive victim to 

political actor.  Upon their arrival in Mexico, women were faced with providing for the 

immediate needs of their families and communities.  The conditions of refugee life 

provided little opportunity for men to continue to sustain their families through 

agricultural work.  Instead, tasks traditionally viewed under the domain of women gained 

importance.  Additionally, women worked as both mediators between government and 

non-government organizations bringing critical information back to their communities 

and as contributors to the household economy.   

 The transformation from victim to actor was further illustrated by Mama 

Maquin’s prominent role, alongside the CCPP, in negotiations for their collective return 

to Guatemala.  In anticipation of their return the organization refocused its efforts on 

preparing the women and ensuring that the organization would be continue its work in 
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Guatemala.  Shifting gender relations and the increased participation in community 

decision making created new expectations for political inclusion and citizenship rights 

upon their return to Guatemala.  Women’s relationships with men, their families, their 

communities, and their nation changed significantly throughout the period of exile.104  In 

January 1993 the first group of retornados - of which 670 women were represented by 

Mama Maquin - arrived in Guatemala.  In contrast to the way in which refugee women 

viewed themselves when they first arrived in Mexico, retornada women had “more 

strength and hope for the future”.
105

   

 The next chapter will illustrate that while the experience of exile in Mexico was 

significant in the development of new attitudes towards government authority and new 

demands for citizenship rights and political inclusion, community organizing was 

happening in Guatemala as early as the 1970’s. The refugee was not simply a passive 

victim of the counterinsurgency war.  The different ways women experienced and 

remembered la Violencia aids in understanding the challenges faced by the retornadas in 

their efforts to transform their new expectations into a new social and political reality.    
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CHAPTER THREE: BECOMING GUATEMALAN - COMMUNITY 

ORGANIZING AND GENDERING THE GUATEMALAN CITIZEN 
 

 

 The indigenous beauty queens, or reinas indigenas, that competed in the 1971 

National Folklore Festival provided a stark contrast to the image of lo indigena in 

national memory.106  Organizers for the festival called upon local pageant queens from 

across the country to participate in a national competition for the title of Rabin Ahau, or 

reina indigena.  Through dress, language, and dance the women that participated 

embodied a state sanctioned Maya authenticity.107
  The festival’s celebration of lo 

indigena illustrated a contradiction in the official treatment of the country’s indigenous 

majority.  While policies of state repression aimed at Maya communities were ramping 

up, the festival was widely attended by government officials including President Julio 

Cesar Montenegro.  The newly crowned Rabin Ahau was not only embraced by the 

president, but also stood as a representative of the country’s indigenous masses.108 

 The Maya women that took center stage at the annual festival performed as both 

representatives of state indigenismo and as spokeswomen for their communities.  At both 

levels, a gendered indigenous identity was called upon for two distinct purposes.  As 

Betsy Konefal describes in her research on indigenous community organizing, 

government officials viewed the festival as a markedly non-political venue due to the 
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cultural and gendered nature of the performance.  The much anticipated annual festival 

illustrated that despite the ongoing civil war, the country’s political elite concerned itself 

with the construction of a national identity that not only reflected modernity and progress, 

but also its Maya heritage.  To this end, state indigenismo involved the celebration of the 

county’s indigenous legacy as illustrated through the creation of national holidays like the 

Day of the Indian, a day dedicated to the conquest-era K’iche’ leader Tecun Uman, while 

ignoring the problematic and subversive indian of the modern day.
109

  By showcasing 

Maya women at the National Folklore Festival, Montenegro strategically manipulated 

and appropriated the country’s indigenous identity as a non-political source of national 

pride.   

 The popularity of the National Folklore Festival demonstrated the broader context 

of indigenous community organizing.  The festival became one of the few national spaces 

available to the country’s Maya majority.  While the participation of Maya women was 

viewed by the state as non-political, indigenous community activists seized upon the 

opportunity to politicize both the venue and its contestants in order to speak out against 

mounting violence and repression.  As early as the 1930’s reina indigena pageants were 

held within and across rural communities where male community activists sponsored the 

women to compete.  As a result, the pageants quickly became a significant part of the 

politicization of Highland communities.  Not only did they facilitate the development of a 

pan-Maya unity, but also the development of a discourse that centered on justice, rights, 
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and resistance to state violence.  As repression only increased with the presidency of 

Romeo Lucas Garcia in 1978, many of these themes were worked into the speeches of the 

sponsored candidates.   

 In response to the death of Adelina Caal Maquin, the original Mama Maquin, and 

thirty-four other Q’eqchi protestors in the 1978 massacre in the Alta Verapaz town of 

Panzos, activist Mayas called upon the reinas indigenas to not only boycott the festival, 

but also to utilize their title to speak out.  Throughout Highland communities, the Maya 

beauty queens delivered speeches that renounced the violence and demanded justice.  At 

the national level, a feature in the newspaper El Grafico further highlighted the actions of 

the women and served as a symbolic denunciation of the massacre.110  Notably in that 

same year, the Comite de Unidad Campesina (CUC) was officially formed. The Panzos 

massacre was evidence of a dramatic upsurge of state violence and therefore served to 

further legitimize and mobilize the CUC in its efforts to represent the country’s 

disproportionately indigenous masses.   

 The massacre incited community action to such a degree that 1978 stood apart as 

a turning point in the civil war.  Contrary to the efforts of the county’s political and 

military elite, it retained prominence in national memory due in part to the public 

speeches made by the reinas indigenas  as well as in the unprecedented rise in the CUC’s 

membership and the refugee women that later formed Mama Maquin.  In the years that 

followed, state violence and repression increased as the image of lo indigena in national 
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memory was manipulated; transforming the indigenous majority from a mere obstacle to 

modernity and economic prosperity into a dangerous subversive. 

 The example of the National Folklore Festival not only provided a context for 

understanding community organization prior to the return of the refugees, but also aided 

in illustrating the notable contributions made by those that returned.  While the returned 

refugees were not the first to organize and challenge government authority, the 

experience of exile in Mexico and the later negotiations with President Vinicio Cerezo 

and the CEAR (National Commission for the Repatriates, Refugees, and Displaced 

Persons) made them uniquely suited to make new demands for citizenship rights.  The 

various women’s groups that emerged as a response to the heightened violence reflected 

the different ways that the counterinsurgency war was experienced.  In the wake of la 

Violencia, new conditions on both sides of the border prompted women to act in new 

ways.  The women’s groups that were formed as a response to these new conditions 

demonstrated that women were acting on their own accord and not merely as 

spokeswomen.  As the rest of the chapter will highlight, the challenges faced by Mama 

Maquin and the concurrent development of other women’s organizations within 

Guatemala not only fit within the burgeoning popular movement, but also broadened the 

new definitions of the Guatemalan citizen as the country moved toward a symbolic 

reconciliation.   
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Community Organizing as a Response to La Violencia 

 The successes of the CUC in the years that immediately followed the Panzos 

Massacre illustrated the broader context of community organizing in the face of increased 

violence and repression.  The actions of the CUC demonstrated that the population of 

former refugees was not alone in voicing their demands for citizenship rights.  The May 

Day celebrations in Guatemala City, held just weeks prior to the massacre, illustrated the 

unprecedented organizing power of the CUC as thousands of indigenous men, women, 

and children took to the streets alongside other elements of the emerging popular 

movement including labor unions, slum dweller associations, and student groups.
111

        

 Despite a series of successful protests organized by the CUC in the years that 

immediately followed the 1978 massacre, deteriorating conditions in the country forced 

the organization underground during the most intense years of the counterinsurgency war.   

In late January of 1980 a number of K’iche’s identified as members of the CUC occupied 

the Spanish embassy in Guatemala City in a protest that publicized the dramatic increase 

in state violence and repression.  The government responded through a show of force by 

firebombing the building, leaving thirty-six people to be burned alive including Vicente 

Menchu, the father of Rigoberta Menchu.
112

  Whereas such violence had previously been 

limited to the confines of the country’s rural communities, the protest in the Spanish 

Embassy demonstrated the new levels of state aggression which in the 1980‘s that not 
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only permeated all aspects of daily life in Guatemala, but was also displayed publicly in 

the capital city.113    

 Rather than undermine the CUC’s mobilization of indigenous communities, the 

publicity gained from the bombing of the Spanish Embassy aided the organization in 

further amassing support.114  Just days following the massacre, the CUC called a meeting 

widely attended by indigenous leaders, including those not aligned with the guerillas, at 

the ruins of Iximche.  As a result of the meeting, the Declaration of Iximche not only 

solidified the connection between the CUC and the popular movement, but also 

facilitated the emergence of a pan-Maya unity through the collective demand for justice 

and an end to the repression.115  Not long after in February of that year the CUC was 

responsible for the large scale mobilization of 150,000 workers in a strike on the 

plantations of the country’s southern coast.116  Due to the unprecedented numbers of 

protesters, the CUC won a modest increase in wages and managed to shut down cotton 

and sugar production during the height of harvest season.   

 From its inception, the CUC not only represented the indigenous masses, but also 

poor ladinos, peasants and agriculturalists, as well as both men and women.117  Even prior 
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to the onslaught of violence and repression that so characterized the decade women began 

participating with the inclusive CUC at its inception in 1978 and even earlier with 

establishment of Christian Base Communities as a part of the Catholic Social Action 

initiative as prescribed by Vatican II.
118

  Cristina Calel, both a Quiche woman and a 

leader of the CUC, demonstrated that women were not only entering the public sphere, 

but they were also participating in new ways.
119

   

 The new community participation and political activism of the women directly 

impacted by the violence demonstrated the emergence of more inclusive definitions of 

citizenship rights that paralleled the development of feminist currents within the country.  

While the CUC maintained operations underground, women’s organizations emerged as a 

collective and public response to the new conditions created in the wake of la Violencia.  

The remainder of the chapter will turn to these organizations in order to illustrate not only 

the different ways that women responded to their new conditions, but also the new 

demands for citizenship rights that sought to include the indigenous women as a 

Guatemalan citizen.   
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Ambos Lados: Women’s Community Organizing  

 The differences in both the composition and the goals of the women’s groups that 

emerged in the 1980’s illustrated the unique ways that la Violencia was experienced.  On 

the one hand, Mama Maquin emerged under the guidance and support of government and 

non-government agencies and organized with a direct political mission; to inform and 

prepare refugee women for their collective return.  On the other hand, groups like the 

National Council of Displaced Guatemalans and the National Coordinator of Guatemalan 

Widows or CONAVIGUA and the Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo or GAM, while political in 

nature, were formed by widows as well as mothers and wives of the disappeared in 

response to the devastation of community and home life.  The manner by which women 

on both sides of the border responded to the new conditions created by the 

counterinsurgency war demonstrated the emergence of a new political space where 

women - wives and mothers - could publicly act.
120

 

 The distinction between these groups revealed the the deeply personal ways that 

the counterinsurgency war was experienced by Guatemalan women on both sides of the 

border and inspired them to act in new ways.  Nevertheless, they both show that the 

unprecedented levels of violence were the catalyst for organization and political action.  

In the case of Mama Maquin, though run by refugee women, the organization was largely 

the product of a top-down initiative to involve women in community decision making 
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activities.  Both CONAVIGUA and GAM, though dependent on international funding, 

emerged largely through the efforts of urban ladina women in order to not only find the 

disappeared, but also to address the immediate concerns facing women – many of whom 

faced new challenges as heads of household.   

 Participation and political action were largely products of necessity, as women on 

one side of the border organized for their collective return to la patria and those on the 

other side demanded answers in the wake of the loss or disappearance of loved ones.  In 

both cases, women confronted government authority and through their efforts contributed 

to an effort to reorganize civil society through challenges to previous definitions of 

citizenship rights.  Both the form and function of women’s organizations during this 

period demonstrated that the emerging Guatemalan citizen reflected the intersection of a 

gendered, ethnic, and class based identity.
121

 

 

A Return to Struggle:  Community Resistance and the Women of Mama Maquin  

 As the previous chapter demonstrated, the women of Mama Maquin confronted 

the new conditions of refugee life in Mexico by collectively organizing in an effort to not 

only address their most pressing needs, but also to make new demands for inclusion.  

Upon their return to Guatemala, the organization experienced significant difficulties in 

maintaining the same level of participation and visibility that the organization previously 

enjoyed in Mexico.  Prior to their departure four objectives were identified, laying the 
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groundwork for the organization’s continued efforts in Guatemala.  They included: 

broadening the reach of the organization to include and involve other communities, 

strengthening women’s community participation, integrating into the popular movement, 

and finally, establishing relationships with women that formed the community of 

politically active internally displaced persons known as the Communities of Populations 

in Resistance or CPRs.
122

  Despite the organization’s successes in empowering and 

mobilizing refugee women in Mexico and the notable role that it played alongside the 

CCPP in the negotiation process, the organization faced resistance at the community 

level.   

 Upon their return, women encountered communities where silence as one of the 

principle tools of state repression persisted and where gender relations were more rigidly 

defined.  While many of the elements that characterized life in the UNHCR camps in 

Mexico were exported to communities where the retornados resettled, women were 

largely left out of decision making.
123

  Continuing the work of increasing women’s 

participation was an increasingly difficult task that required maintaining a respect for 

community structures while also continuing the work of bolstering women’s community 

involvement.  The robbery of one of the organization’s offices in 1997 by local men, and 

the later arson of a Mama Maquin house by community members illustrated that 
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women’s political participation at any level was unwelcome.
124

  In many cases activist 

women, especially those known for their affiliation with Mama Maquin, were perceived 

also as members and sympathizers of the guerilla movement.  As such, the male 

community leaders that often formed the local junta directiva, or governing body, 

responded to the women with intimidation and force. 

 The emergence of Mama Maquin during the period of exile facilitated the 

development of a new gendered political consciousness that provoked women to think 

about their participation in family and community decision-making. Maria Garcia 

Hernandez, refugee leader and founder of Mama Maquin, illustrated the ongoing 

difficulties faced by refugee women throughout the negotiation process and upon their 

return.
125

  Signed on October 8, 1992, the agreement made between the Guatemalan 

government and the CCPP stipulated not only the refugees’ right to collective return, but 

also the government’s assistance in acquiring land.  Hernandez took issue with the 

process by which land titles were registered to male heads of household, undermining the 

new status of women as economic contributors and community participants.
126

 

 Despite the 1992 accord, the ongoing negotiations between the CCPP and the 

CEAR illustrated that the demands of Mama Maquin were not the only ones facing 

resistance.  Government officials consistently failed to both provide land for resettlement 

and the credit needed to aid in the purchase of new lands.  When land was available, the 
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government granted titles to lands already occupied, further exacerbating community 

conflicts.  In response to the mounting land problem that the CCPP and the returned 

refugees were facing, in 1995 a group of retornados staged a fifteen day hunger strike in 

front of the National Palace in Guatemala City in an effort to bring attention to the three 

years (since the first collective return) that the government had failed in its agreement to 

facilitate the purchase and acquisition of lands.
127

   

 The issue of land titling underscored the manner by which women’s community 

involvement influenced new ways of thinking about home and family life.  As Maria 

Garcia Hernandez demonstrated, Mama Maquin’s participation in the negotiations for the 

1992 accords led to new demands for women’s land ownership.
128

  As stipulated by the 

accords, married women could not own land, while men, widows, and single mothers 

could.
129

  As not only a central element of Maya cosmology, but also a defining 

characteristic of citizenship, women’s co-ownership of land reflected Mama Maquin’s 

ongoing demands for inclusion and equality.  Moreover, resulting from the experience of 

exile, the women of Mama Maquin were trained to connect their personal circumstances 

to the broader political context.  Without the co-ownership of land, a married woman was 

dependent on her husband and in the event of a land sale or abandonment, was left with 

little recourse.  Moreover as Hernandez described, co-ownership of land would also 

                                                      
127 North, Liisa L. and Alan Simmons, “Fear and Hope: Return and Transformation in Historical 

Perspective,” in Journeys of Fear: Refugee Return and National Transformation in Guatemala eds. Liisa L. 

North and Alan B. Simmons (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1999), 24. 
128 Maria Garcia Hernandez and Mama Maquin, “Right to Return,” 446. 
129 IBID 



70 

significantly impact women’s inclusion in community processes.
130

  Despite the success 

of the collective return, Mama Maquin’s ongoing fight for landownership - a fundamental 

element of life in rural Guatemala -  not only undermined community structures and 

provoked resistance, but also contributed to the emergence of new demands for 

citizenship rights.   

 

Widows and Wives 

 Defined by the 1992 accords as a vulnerable population, widows and single 

mothers were afforded privileges and rights denied to other women.  Concurrent to the 

emergence of Mama Maquin, women’s organizations within Guatemala also emerged as 

a response to the new conditions created by la Violencia.  Both CONAVIGUA and GAM 

were formed by women as widows, or as wives and mothers of the disappeared and both 

received support and funding from NGOs.131  Though two very distinct organizations, as 

illustrated by their respective membership, both formed a motherist movement that, in the 

struggle for family survival also responded to their new conditions by challenging 

government authority.  Women related to each other as not only widows and wives, but 

also as victims - and survivors - of massacres, rapes, and tortures.132  Through organizing, 

the women developed a gendered national consciousness that connected the deeply 
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personal experiences of violence to the political violence.133  These politically active 

women demanded answers and accountability from government authority and not only 

contributed to the development of the women’s popular movement, but through their 

actions they also countered state’s attempt to silence the memories of la Violencia. 

 Just as the CUC drew from the Accion Catolica initiatives of the 1970’s, the 

women of CONAVIGUA also found support with the socially progressive church.  In the 

wake of the counterinsurgency war’s destruction of rural communities, the organization 

emerged as indigenous women turned to the church for aid and assistance in meeting 

their basic and immediate needs for survival.  In May 1988, just days after a collective 

boycott of national Mother’s Day celebrations, the organization held its first formal 

protest with the support of the local parish in El Quiche.  By collectively voicing their 

demands, this and the other protests later organized and led by the CONAVIGUA women 

through the streets of Guatemala City not only demonstrated the emergence of the 

women’s popular movement, but also the way in which collective action undermined the 

intended mission of the rural counterinsurgency.134   

 The demands and denuncias, or denouncements, made by the CONAVIGUA 

widows illustrated a politicization of the personal and immediate impacts of la Violencia.  

The women that organized to demand answers regarding the whereabouts of the 
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disappeared, and to denounce the forced conscription of husbands and sons into military 

forces, acted against the silence and fear that characterized daily life throughout the 

duration of the armed conflict.135  Yet, their actions were not without consequence.  

Military forces responded to the 1988 community protests in a show of force that 

included occupying rural communities and intimidation of local women.   

 The women left behind in the rural communities of the highlands were often 

forced to make the difficult decision between speaking out against the military’s vast 

abuses or maintaining silence, and even complicity, toward the violence.  While 

participation with groups like CONAVIGUA addressed immediate needs for survival, it 

also increased the vulnerability of the women involved.   As was noted by Amnesty 

International, the abduction of fourteen women affiliated with CONAVIGUA in 1990 

demonstrated that violence against outspoken women continued.136  Women faced 

intimidation and threats because of the way in which their  political involvement 

challenged gender hierarchies both within the family and the community.  As widows and 

wives of the disappeared took on many of the economic tasks previously assigned to the 

male heads of household, they continued to connect family survival to political action.  

By 1993, the organization had grown to include nearly 9,000 women, a number that 

reflected the widespread impact of la Violencia on women throughout Guatemala.137 
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 In 1984 the Grupo de Apoyo Mutual or GAM was formed by Nineth de Garcia.  

Similar to the support offered to the CONAVIGUA women, the organization held its first 

meeting at the home of the Archbishop of Guatemala.138  Initially founded by ladinas in 

the capital city, the GAM quickly grew to include the rural ladina and indigenous 

populations among its membership.139  It was also one of the first of the women’s 

organizations to be incorporated into the broader popular movement.140  The organization 

emerged as a response to Garcia’s personal experience of the disappearance and death of 

her husband, Fernando whom she met while both studied law at the University of San 

Carlos in Guatemala City.141  As a result of the physical and emotional toll of working to 

find answers and to bring the nearly 42,000 people that had disappeared home, the GAM 

was formed as a means of offering support to other families impacted by the violence in 

similar ways.     

 The participation of both CONAVIGUA and GAM in the exhumation of 

clandestine cemeteries illustrated that women’s organizations were central in the 

construction of a national memory that sought to include the experiences and impact of la 

Violencia.  Both organizations worked with the Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology 

Team to locate, unearth, and identify the human remains left in mass graves.
142

  The 

shared experience of working together to uncover the unprecedented reality of the 
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counterinsurgency war’s human toll not only cut across ethnic barriers, but also 

represented the first unofficial steps towards national reconciliation.
143

  The emergence 

and continued action of both CONAVIGUA and GAM undermined the national project 

of the era by keeping the memory of the disappeared alive and continuing to hold the 

government accountable.   

 

Women’s Community Participation 

 The retornadas were not alone in voicing their demands for accountability from 

government authority.  This chapter has shown that women’s community engagement 

grew out of larger processes including the politicization of the rural communities most 

directly impacted by the violence and of the Accion Catolica initiatives of the era.  The 

women that participated in the Rabin Ahau pageant did so as symbolic spokeswomen, yet 

their presence on the national stage reflected the emergence of a gendered political space.  

The fact that women’s organizations were formed on both sides of the border during the 

height of the counterinsurgency war, notably at a time when the CUC was forced 

underground, illustrated that women could act in ways that others could not.  Beauty 

queens, widows, and wives responded to the unprecedented levels of violence and its 

aftermath by politicizing their role in the family and challenging their role in the 

community, and the nation.  They also publicized not only the personal impacts of la 

Violencia, but also the otherwise silenced memories.   
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 Women’s community organizing also challenged both the image and treatment of 

lo indigena in national memory and demanded new citizenship rights.  The participation 

of indigenous women at the National Folklore Festival reflected a state sanctioned 

indigenismo that celebrated the Maya heritage, while the state launched an outright 

assault on indigenous communities.  Nevertheless, the venue afforded women, and their 

sponsors, the opportunity to publicize and denounce the increased levels of repression as 

well as to develop a pan-Maya unity across the communities of the rural Highlands.  

Later, the widows of CONAVIGUA also took issue with state indigenismo, especially in 

the celebrations commemorating Columbus’ discovery of America in a fiesta called The 

Meeting of Two Worlds, The Meeting of Two Cultures.  In denouncing the celebration, 

the women of CONAVIGUA connected their responses to the political violence of the 

era to the legacy of indigenous and popular resistance to the conquest.
144

  Moreover, the 

fact that Maya women comprised nearly two-thirds of GAM’s total membership reflected 

that the women’s movement cut across ethnic and class based distinctions.  Politically 

active women not only responded to their new conditions in ways that challenged family 

and community hierarchies, but also demanded a more inclusive definition of citizenship 

rights.  By leaving the home and assuming the economic burden previously carried by 

men, politically active women developed a new national consciousness.  Not only did 

they demand citizenship rights, but they also demanded that national memory reflect their 

experiences.   
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 The next chapter will again turn to the population of retornados.  While they were 

not alone in their demands for answers and accountability, their experiences in Mexico 

uniquely prepared them for new negotiations for national reconciliation and an end to the 

nearly four decades of civil war.  Resulting from the experience of exile, retornada 

women also returned to their home country with new expectations.  The imagined 

community of retornados utilized their newly acquired skills, knowledge, and political 

consciousness to break the previously established silences and worked within the 

country’s popular movement to ensure that specific objectives were included within the 

1996 Peace Accords.
145

  Rather than focus on the Peace Accords exclusively, the next 

chapter will instead emphasize the return process as the beginning of a period of national 

transformation and will connect the emergence of women’s organizations to the 

development of feminist currents within the country.  The different types of distinctly 

Latin American feminisms and the region’s unique contributions to the broader history of 

feminism, is best demonstrated by focusing on the women who organized and became 

politically engaged as a response to conditions of unparalleled violence and repression.  
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CHAPTER 4: RETURNING TO LA PATRIA - THE POLITICS OF 

GENDER IN NATIONAL REMEMBERING AND RECONCILIATION 

 
The refugees were tough, demanding, and at times unrealistic, but their intransigence also 

reflected what had always been so positive about them, their boldness and determination. 

-Beatriz Manz, Paradise in Ashes146 
 
 In 1986 Raquel de Cerezo, the wife of the newly elected President Vinicio 

Cerezo, headed a delegation of Guatemalan officials on a series of visits to the UNHCR 

camps in Campeche and Quintana Roo.  Along with Carmen Rosa de Leon Escribano, the 

Executive Director of the newly established National Commission for Repatriates, 

Refugees, and Displaced Persons or CEAR, their visit reflected the efforts of the new 

administration to place the return of the refugees high on the political agenda.
147

  The 

presence of the Guatemalan First Lady amongst the refugees illustrated a turning point in 

the civil war as the new administration opened the door to new negotiations for the return 

of the displaced populations.   

 The refugees viewed their time in Mexico as a direct result of the escalation of 

violence and repression at the hands of the Guatemalan military during the 

counterinsurgency war.  The new conditions encountered throughout the period of exile 

coupled with a loss of confidence in government authority prompted the refugees to think 

about themselves in national terms.  As a representative of the newly elected government, 
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Raquel de Cerezo sought to emphasize the ways in which the conditions in Guatemala 

were seemingly changing for the better.  For the refugees, their first encounter with the 

new administration was with the First Lady.  Her initial presence in what would later 

become a politically charged negotiation process, suggested an image of a softer 

government especially when juxtaposed against the decades of brutal military 

dictatorship from which the counterinsurgency war emerged.  

 While community participation and political action were not unique to the 

retornadas, their experience in exile was both distinctive and formative.  Raquel de 

Cerezo’s official visit to the UNHCR camps in Mexico illustrated both the unique nature 

of the refugee population as well as new political pressures on the government.  It was in 

this regard that the First Lady acted as a symbolic spokeswoman for an administration 

that remained largely unresponsive to the deteriorating conditions throughout the country.  

By utilizing the First Lady in this capacity, the Cerezo regime aimed to undermine the 

political nature of the refugee experience.   

 As the previous chapter demonstrated, women organized as mothers, wives, and 

widows in an effort to demand answers and to denounce the actions of the increasingly 

violent and repressive government.  Through collective action, they not only challenged 

gender hierarchies in the family and the community, but also government authority.  In 

developing a national consciousness, women not only linked their personal experiences 

with the political violence, but also connected the continued marginalization of the 

indigenous majority to the historical treatment of lo indigena in national memory.  The 
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rest of this chapter will turn to the process of collective return and to the emergence of 

the special status of retornado.  Institutional support and community organization 

illustrated that the retornados uniquely contributed to new demands for citizenship rights 

and political inclusion upon their return.  The emergence of women’s organizations 

demonstrated Latin America’s unique contributions to the concurrent debates regarding 

the nature and goals of feminism.  By connecting their personal experiences to their 

political reality, women’s demands for citizenship rights and political inclusion reflected 

central debates in the development of feminist discourse.  As women responded to their 

new conditions and confronted government authority, they also undermined the state’s 

interpretive power over memory and further contributed to the process of defining the 

Guatemalan citizen as the county moved towards reconciliation.  

 

A Negotiated Return 

 Raquel de Cerezo’s visit to the refugee camps in Mexico not only represented the 

beginning of the formal process of return, but also illustrated a shift in civil society 

despite the ongoing civil war.  Her visit in 1986 and the subsequent creation of the CEAR 

in 1987 demonstrated that the newly elected president was well aware of the challenge 

that the refugee populations posed to government authority.  By extending an invitation 

to return, the government inadvertently launched more than five years of negotiations that 

culminated in 1993 with the first collective return.  Concurrent to the creation of the 

CEAR in 1987, the CCPP, or Comisiones Permanantes, was also formed in the same 
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year.  The First Lady’s symbolic visit spurred the organizational efforts of the refugee 

community as negotiations continued and women’s groups later emerged.  While her visit 

may have been symbolic, the subsequent negotiation process reflected a new political 

reality in which the government engaged with the formerly disenfranchised and 

dispossessed.   

 The CEAR’s continued negotiations with the CCPP illustrated that while 

community organizing was not unique to the refugee population, the way that the 

government responded to them was.  The new administration’s efforts were guided by 

regional fears of a widening of the guerilla movement thought to be fomenting 

throughout Mexico’s refugee camps and Cerezo busied himself with the task of shifting 

Guatemala’s international reputation away from the very public accounts of insecurity 

and gross human rights abuses known to be rampant throughout the country.
148

  Rather 

than address the conditions of violence and repression that persisted, the government 

under Cerezo instead engaged in negotiations with the refugees through the CCPP.  

While initial efforts aimed to bring the displaced populations back into Guatemalan 

borders, where their actions could be more easily controlled, it is clear that the new 

president and the CEAR underestimated the refugees and instead the negotiations 

between the CEAR and the CCPP legitimized the refugees as political actors.   

                                                      
148 Asociación para el Avance de las Ciencias Sociales en Guatemala, Donde esta el futuro?: Procesos de 

Reintegración en Comunidades de Retornados. (Guatemala: Asociación para el Avance de las Ciencias 

Sociales en Guatemala, 1992). ; Consejo de Instituciones de Desarrollo (Guatemala), Diagnóstico Sobre 

Refugiados, Retornados y Desplazados de Guatemala (Guatemala: COINDE, 1993). ; see also Rigoberta 
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 The support from government and non-government organizations and the 

emergence of alliances across the popular movement demonstrated the negotiating power 

of the CCPP had increased. Heightened international attention on the region not only 

facilitated the creation of government agencies, but also led to an influx of NGOs.  As 

was detailed in the previous chapter, such support especially from NGOs was largely due 

to increased pressure on the CCPP to include women’s organizations in the negotiation 

process.
149

  Institutional support uniquely contributed to the success of the CCPP’s 

negotiations with the CEAR and the Guatemalan government.  Moreover, in order to 

maintain both legitimacy and political power upon their return, the CCPP not only 

aligned with the UNRG but also established alliances with popular organizations in 

Guatemala including the CUC.
150

  Notably, in Mexico in March of 1985 the CUC held 

it’s first meeting since going underground in 1982.  As a result of the meeting, the 

organization was restructured in an effort to incorporate more elements of the popular 

movement, including the guerillas, as well as to re-establish its presence in Guatemala.
151

  

The CUC’s 1985 meeting once again demonstrated the unique conditions in Mexico and 
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prompted the organization to continue in its advocacy for the campesino and to also join 

in the struggle for citizenship rights and political inclusion.
152

 

 The alliances built between the retornados and the broader popular movement 

further showed the unique organizational ability of the community in exile.  The 

construction of broad coalitions that encompassed much of the country’s popular 

movement provided a critical link to the retornados as they both negotiated and prepared 

for their return.
153

  For example, in their initial negotiations, the CEAR neglected to 

inform the CCPP about the establishment of Civil Defense Patrols or PACs and model 

villages.  Yet a consistent stream of reports relayed the reality of the violence and 

repression that continued to characterize daily life in Guatemala.   

 Those that returned at the behest of Raquel de Cerezo’s initial invitation were 

forced to settle in military controlled model villages where access to land and income 

generating activities was dramatically limited and where actions were under constant 

surveillance.
154

  Throughout the process of negotiation and resettlement the retornados 

again confronted the factors that had initially encouraged their flight from Guatemala.  

Upon their return institutional support, their organizational capacity, and their new 

negotiating power contributed to new demands for land, security, and political inclusion.  
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The formation of new alliances contributed to the reorganization of civil society and led 

to new negotiations for the 1996 Peace Accords.   

 Security and access to land remained the primary focus of the negotiations that 

spanned from 1987 to 1993.  While both issues previously inspired community action 

within Guatemala, they also set the agenda for continued negotiations upon the first 

collective return in 1993.  Moreover,  with the issue of land in particular the government 

lured the refugee community back into the country’s borders through false promises and 

intimidation tactics.  In the late 1980’s, in an attempt to convince the refugees to return 

immediately, the Instituto Nacional de Transformacion Agraria, or INTA, threatened to 

distribute deeds to those occupying the lands that previously belonged to the refugees.
155

   

Contacts within Guatemala kept the CCPP abreast of the reality of the access and 

availability of land and credit.
156

  Throughout the negotiation process the government 

continued to undermine the collective action of the retornados.  Instead of rebuilding the 

lost confidence in government authority, Cerezo and the CEAR contributed to its further 

deterioration.  Despite the different ways that the counterinsurgency war was experienced 

on both sides of the border, the alliances built between the retornados and the burgeoning 

popular movement bolstered the political capital of la Violencia’s intended targets.   

 Most refugees refused the symbolic invitation extended by Raquel Cerezo.  By 

1989 the CCPP developed their conditions for the return to Guatemala citing security, 
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access to land and credit, and demanding the collective return, not repatriation, of the 

population of former refugees turned retornados.
157

  Backed by institutional support and a 

network that extended into Guatemala, the CCPP’s success only broadened their new 

expectations for citizenship rights and political inclusion.
158

  For the retornadas affiliated 

with Mama Maquin and other women’s organizations, their involvement in the 

negotiations alongside the CCPP in addition to the outside support they received, 

contributed to new ways of thinking about women’s political participation at the local 

and national level.  Yet, women’s organizations were not homogeneous.  Just as the 

refugee population was comprised of men and women from communities that spanned 

the Highlands and as many of 21 different dialects of Maya were spoken; discussion, 

debate and consensus both within and across the organizations reflected the diversity 

amongst the women involved.   

 The collective return of the population of former refugees to Guatemala in 

January of 1993 was evidence of the unique nature of their experience in Mexico.  The 

retornados not only utilized their new skills and knowledge to successfully negotiate with 

the government under Cerezo, but they also laid the foundation for the development of 

new networks in their home country.  Their new attitudes and expectations were further 

                                                      
157 Comisiones Permanantes de Representantes de Refugiados Guatemaltecos en Mexico.  El Retorno de 

los Refugiados Guatemaltecos en el extranjero: Ponencia de las CCPP Presentada a la Comision Nacional 

de Reconciliacion para el Dialogo Nacional. (1989).   
158

Sociales en Guatemala, 1992.) 



85 

reflected in the popular slogan, We Struggle to Return, We Return to Struggle.159  This 

sentiment echoed the new sense of empowerment that the retornados gained throughout 

the decade they spent as a community in exile, the political capital gained during the 

negotiation process, and the reality of the challenges ahead. The status of retornado and 

not refugee illustrated that as a result of their participation in the negotiation process, 

their return contributed to a shift in Guatemala’s exclusionary political system.  As the 

development of Latin American feminsim and formation of women’s organizations 

during the period of exile demonstrated, the retornados uniquely contributed to changes 

in Guatemalan civil society by challenging lo indigena’s treatment in national memory 

and their relationship with government authority.   

 

Gendering the Guatemalan Citizen 

 Women’s participation in the negotiations demonstrated the broader processes 

that contributed to the unique ways that the community in exile experienced, 

remembered, and responded to la Violencia.  While the negotiations with the CEAR 

revealed the structural ineffectiveness and unresponsiveness of the government, symbolic 

gestures such as Raquel de Cerezo’s visit to the UNHCR camps and the creation of new 

government agencies, facilitated a political opening as the retornados returned to 

Guatemala with new expectations for citizenship rights and political inclusion.  In 

                                                      
159Finn Stepputat, “The Imagined Return Community of Guatemalan Refugees,”  Refuge: Canada’s 

Periodical on Refugees 13(10)(1994):14 and Clark Taylor, Return of Guatemala's Refugees: Reweaving the 

Torn. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,1998).  



86 

addition to the government’s unique response to the refugee community, both 

institutional support and the growing popular movement aided in setting the agenda in the 

negotiation process for the 1996 Peace Accords.  The development of feminist ideology 

further illustrated the unique conditions in Mexico as well as the way in which national 

reconciliation required redefining and gendering the Guatemalan citizen. While many 

were not explicitly self-identified as feminist, the emergence of women’s organizations 

and the development of the women’s movement showed the complexity of gender and 

identity politics in the period that followed the counterinsurgency war.
160

 

 In 1975 the first United Nations Conference on Women was held in Mexico City.  

As a result of the conference the years from 1975 until 1985 were declared as the United 

Nations Decade for Women and a series of initiatives were launched and aimed to 

improve the status and conditions of women throughout the world.
161

  At a time when 

Latin America was plagued by a series of repressive and violent regimes, that the 

conference was held in Mexico demonstrated the country’s socially progressive 

reputation, especially in light of its policies of providing asylum to those escaping the 

dictatorial regimes in Argentina and Chile.  As the article Feminisms in Latin America: 

From Bogotá to San Bernardo demonstrated the conference also contributed to the 
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revival of conflicts between first and third world feminists regarding who would set the 

agenda and what it would entail.
162

 

 The testimony of Domitila Barrios de Chungarra in Let Me Speak illustrated the 

unique contributions made by Latin American women to the development of feminist 

discourse.
163

  Her description of the 1975 Conference with its rooms full of prostitutes 

and lesbians revealed the central conflict that distinguished the feministas from the 

politicas - the first and third world feminists.
164

  For Domitila, the feministas failed to 

connect the struggle for survival and basic rights faced by women throughout Latin 

America to the feminist agenda.  Prior to the 1975 Conference that was distinguished by 

the participation of women from throughout the region, women’s rights had not been 

inherently tied to feminism.  Yet, as the center of the debates over setting the feminist 

agenda, the Conference initiated global discussions and launched the beginning of a 

rights discourse.  Latin American women like Domitila facilitated a new stage in the 

development of women’s rights as human rights.  For Guatemalan women, the 

conference not only prompted the development of a discourse of women’s rights, but also 

through the formation of women’s organizations provided the foundation in the struggle 

for political inclusion and citizenship rights.   
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 Despite the increasing levels of violence and repression, the 1975 conference not 

only inspired women to act in new ways, but also placed significant pressure on the 

government to respond.  Just as the CUC gained momentum in the mid to late 1970’s, the 

promotion of women’s issues and the adoption of feminist language also experienced 

moderate success in the period that followed the conference.  Even prior, urban women, 

identified as activists and intellectuals, formed reading groups that focused on the works 

of Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan in an effort to both circulate feminist ideas and 

to apply them to national and regional contexts.
165

  The relatively unsuccessful 

publication Mujer y la Lucha Social became the first of its kind to discuss and connect 

feminist theory and history to global and regional feminist movements.166  The production 

of information was an act of empowerment that was not only symbolic, but also offered 

very real results especially through the production of effective networks that sharpened 

the language of women’s rights as citizenship rights.   

 Despite the conference’s contributions to the development of feminist discourse in 

Latin America, Guatemalan women’s organizations were not formed until nearly a 

decade later.167  Nevertheless, in response to the conference, articles in the Prensa Libre, 

written by Violeta Carpio and Amalia Rivera, drew national and international attention to 

women’s issues including, domestic work, women in politics, prostitution, health, 
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education, and women’s wage work.
168

  In 1977, the column Feminina Sapiens began to 

appear in an independent weekly magazine called Que Pasa Calabasa?  Written by 

Vivian Fanjul who utilized the pseudonym Amaranta, the column surveyed sexuality, 

women’s health, and love.
169

  In the same year an article co-written by Rivera and Carpio 

was published in the journal Latin American Perspecties, in which the authors described 

the significance of the conference and demonstrated that it was primarily urban women 

with ties to the labor movement that were first influenced by the initial development of 

feminist thought.
170

  Moreover, as was the case with Nineth de Garcia, the founder of the 

GAM, feminist ideology also had a base of support amongst the women that attended the 

socially progressive University of San Carlos in Guatemala City.
171

  The 1975 conference 

set the ideological foundation for the later development of women’s organizations that, 

while not overtly feminist, utilized a gender analysis in forming their collective response 

to the violence.   

 While the election of civilian president Vinicio Cerezo signaled the first symbolic 

steps towards democratization, President Romeo Lucas Garcia was the first to respond to 

the initiatives set forth by the Women’s Conference.  In 1981 increased pressure from the 

Comision Interamericana de Mujeres and the Labor Ministers of Latin America led the 
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government to create the Oficina Nacional de la Mujer, or ONAM.  As the presidency 

passed from Lucas Garcia to Rios Montt and as the counterinsurgency war gained 

momentum, the ONAM’s power and financial resources remained significantly limited.  

In conjunction with Cerezo’s appeal for the repatriation of the refugee population, in the 

year following Raquel de Cerezo’s visit to the UNHCR camps, in 1987 the Guatemalan 

Congress and the Ministry of Special Affairs mandated the creation of the PAVYH.
172

  

The PAVYH also aided the government in controlling and tracking the population of 

widows and orphans perceived to have been most heavily impacted by the violence.  

Through the collection of census data, the establishment of food distribution centers, and 

the initiation of income generating activities, the government symbolically moved to 

repay a social debt it created.
173

  Women responded to the PAVYH with skepticism and 

fear and many declined to contribute to the collection of census data that was required in 

order to receive assistance.  Defense Minister Hector Gramajo substantiated the fears of 

the women left behind in communities that had been destroyed by the violence, echoing 

the new administration’s contradictory view of the widows as both victims and as 

subversives.
174

  The formation of both the ONAM and the PAVYH illustrated not only 
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new pressures to improve the status of women, but also to the broader political context of 

Cerezo’s symbolic return of democracy to Guatemala.     

 Vinicio Cerezo’s efforts to both encourage repatriation and to provide assistance 

to women as victims of the violence fell short and not only reflected the lack of 

institutional change in Guatemala, but also women’s continued loss of confidence in 

government authority.  The emergence of women’s organizations in the late 1980’s 

emphasized the development of feminist discourse in Guatemala as women collectively 

organized to improve their most immediate conditions and to demand political inclusion.  

Held in Taxco, Mexico in 1987 the fourth of the Latin American Feminist Encuentro’s, 

which emerged as a response to regional debates over the direction and agenda of 

feminist discourse, reflected a turning point in women’s political participation.
175

  

Though other Encuentros Femenistas were held throughout Latin America, the one in 

Mexico brought together the greatest number of Central American women for the first 

time.  Especially for the refugee women living in Mexico and the urban-ladina women 

affiliated with labor unions, the Encuentro reflected both the development of feminism 

throughout the region and the way in which a gendered perspective aided women in 

making sense of their political reality as the armed conflict continued.
176

 

 In the year that followed, two self-defined feminist organizations were formed.  

The Agrupacion de Mujeres de Tierra Viva, or Tierra Viva, was created around the 
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principles of autonomy, independence, and the application of feminist theory in the 

Guatemalan context as was evident in a series of conferences and publications that 

highlighted issues of women’s health, education, and domestic violence.
177

  The Groupo 

Guatemalteco de Mujeres, or GGM, was also formed in the same year and provided 

assistance to victims of domestic violence and raised awareness of the conditions facing 

women throughout the country.
178

  Unlike CONAVIGUA and GAM as described in the 

previous chapter, Tierra Viva and the GGM were overtly feminist organizations and as 

such received no support from the Catholic Church.  While the former were not 

necessarily feminist, they nevertheless collectively organized as women confronted with 

new realities as a result of the violence.  Widows, wives, and mothers of the dead or 

disappeared mobilized as victims in response to the destruction of community and family 

life and as such they received support from both the Catholic Church and the 

government.  While the government only offered symbolic assistance that fell short, such 

support legitimized the women as political actors.  By publicizing their experiences with 

the violence they also politicized their roles as wives and mothers and therefore 

challenged the distribution of power in the family, community, and nation.
179

 

 Urban ladina women in Guatemala were already organizing around feminist ideas 

prior to the Encuentro Feministia in Taxco, Mexico.  A year prior in 1986 the Grupo 

Feminino Para Mejormiento de la Familia (GRUFEPROMEFAM) was formed by wives 
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of union leaders affiliated with the Union Sindical de Trabajadores de Guatemala 

(UNSITRAGUA).
180

  Rather than provide support for the male leadership as was 

intended, the activities of the GRUFEPROFAM included a study of women in industrial 

plants, discussions of the origins of sexual discrimination, capacity training for women 

wage workers, and attempts to unionize women factory workers.
181

  By publicizing and 

politicizing the conditions and issues faced by female factory workers, the 

GRUFEPROFAM undermined the male dominated UNSITRAGUA as it soon cut 

funding to the women.  The GRUFEPROFAM then aligned with the Unidad de Accion 

Sindical and Popular and finally joined with Tierra Viva and the GGM to form the 

Coordinacion de Agrupaciones de Mujeres de Guatemala (the Coordinating Body of 

Women’s Groups of Guatemala).
182

  The formation of Guatemalan women’s 

organizations and the emergence of networks that extended across the region not only 

demonstrated the development and application of feminist ideology, but also unique 

nature of the refugee experience in Mexico.
183

 

 While urban women were the first to be influenced by feminist theory, indigenous 

women  also gained exposure through their participation alongside ladina organizations 

or through their experiences as a community in exile in Mexico.  As the previous chapters 

illustrated indigenous women’s organizations were not formed until the late 1980’s and 
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early 1990’s, despite women’s active roles in community organizing in the 1970’s.  The 

refugee experience in Mexico was an integral part of the way in which indigenous 

women’s organizations utilized a gender analysis to both make sense of their new 

conditions and to demand change.  Concurrent to the increased organization and 

mobilization of the refugee community was Mexico’s central role in the development of 

Latin American Feminism.
184

  The unique conditions encountered by the refugees in 

Mexico which also included the involvement and support of government and non-

government organizations and facilitated the emergence of network between the refugees 

and the burgeoning popular movement in Guatemala.  Otro Guatemala was a magazine 

published and distributed by refugee women between 1988 and 1990.  The publication 

demonstrated that the conditions in Mexico were such that women were able to not only 

develop and disseminate feminist ideas, but they also articulated them within the context 

of other leftist projects.
185

  As a result, both women and women’s issues gained 

legitimacy within the broader popular movement and the women involved went on to 

found other indigenous women’s organizations upon their return.   

 As Mama Maquin’s participation in the negotiation process alongside the CCPP 

demonstrated, the experience of exile in Mexico not only aided in the development of 

women’s political activism, but also facilitated the transition from protest politics to 

strategic political demands.  The skills learned while in exile and the increased 

cooperation between other popular organizations in the country led to the formation of 
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sectores in the rural resettled areas of the Highlands.  Six sectores were created under the 

framework of cooperative work at the community level.  They included: women, 

education promoters, health promoters and midwives, parents of families, youth, and 

catechists.
186

  The emergence of the sectores reflected not only a high-level of 

organization and cooperation, but also a sense of self-sufficiency that had developed 

while in exile.  The creation of the sectores also demonstrated the way in which the 

unique conditions encountered in Mexico facilitated new ways of thinking about political 

participation.  By including women in the negotiation and resettlement processes, the 

CCPP contributed to shifts in civil society and in the redefinition of the Guatemalan 

citizen.
187

 

 Despite the difficulties they encountered upon their return, in 1994 with the 

creation of the Sector de Mujeres over thirty women’s organizations came together.
188

  

The emergence of the different types of organizations illustrated that the violence and its 

aftermath were experienced by women on both sides of the border in distinct ways.  Yet, 

the continued loss of confidence in government authority, especially in light of the 

government’s symbolic gestures, contributed to new ways of thinking about their 

relationship with the state.  The formation of the Sector de Mujeres demonstrated the 

breadth of the women’s movement and the diversity previously left ignored in 

Guatemalan society. 
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 The Sector de Mujeres evolved as a result of the demands for civil society to 

formally participate in the peace negotiations between the government of President 

Ramiro de Leon Carpio and the URNG.
189

  As a result, the Asemblea de Sociedad Civil, 

or ASC, was formed.  In addition to the Sector de Mujeres, other sectors included 

representatives from the youth, the indigenous movement, refugees, peasants, and the 

working class.  Their inclusion in the ASC increased both the political legitimacy and the 

national visibility of the women’s movement.  After a tenuous negotiation process that 

required overcoming the diversity of the various organizations and their different 

agendas, the Sector de Mujeres made specific recommendations to the ASC that were 

then included in the 1996 Peace Accords.  Such provisions included in the final document 

included: a call for equality in access to land, credit and development assistance, an end 

to discrimination against indigenous women, support for gender equality in the home, 

equal rights for working women, support for gender equality in education, and 

opportunities for women in the armed forces.  The inclusion of women and women’s 

issues in both the negotiation process and in the Peace Accords reflected shift in civil 

society and a milestone in women’s political participation.
190

 

 The women’s movement was further institutionalized through the creation of the 

National Women’s Forum, or FORO.  The FORO was formed as a means to oversee the 

implementation of the Peace Accords and to ensure that women’s issues were not 
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ignored.
191

  Despite the significance of its creation to the women’s movement, the FORO 

was criticized for its lack of involvement of rural women.  Moreover, the direction of the 

FORO was vague, open to interpretation, and did not detail the way in which the accords 

would be implemented and it ultimately made little progress towards the realization of 

the goals set forth in the Peace Accords.   

 In 1997, the government of Alvaro Arzu placed the FORO under the control of 

the ONAM and placed the Secretaria de Paz, run by Raquel Zelaya, in charge of 

overseeing its formation.
192

  Both Arzu and Zelaya were widely rumored to be tied to 

Opus Dei, a conservative faction of the Catholic Church, and through their appointment 

of party bureaucrat Aracely Conde de Paiz who had no connection to either the women’s 

or the popular movement, did little encourage the FORO’s development.  Nevertheless, 

increased pressure from the women’s movement eventually led concessions made by the 

government.  By 1999 the FORO represented 25,000 women and reflected the 

intersections of class, ethnicity, language, and geography as women’s issues remained all 

the more relevant in the new political reality in the period that followed the signing of the 

Peace Accords.  Initially set to disband in 2000, the FORO continued to operate and 

advocate for women through the granting of yearly extensions.  
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 Despite the ongoing resistance towards women’s community involvement, Mama 

Maquin later affiliated with other organizations that also emerged in Mexico during the 

period of exile.  In 1993 two other refugee women’s organizations were created 

including, Madre Tierra and Mujeres en Resistancia Ixmucane.  Based in Quiche, 

Huehuetenengo, Alta Verapaz, in 2000 the women of each of the three groups came 

together to from the Alianza de Mujeres Rurales por la Vida, la Tierra, y la Dignidad 

(Rural Women’s Alliance for Life, Land, and Dignity).
193

  The emergence of the Alianza 

demonstrated that even in the face of resistance, retornada women continued to demand a 

space for political participation and inclusion.  Moreover, the goals of the Alianza 

reflected many of the objectives set by the women prior to their return which included a 

focus on establishing relationships across the popular movement.
194

  The Alianza also 

worked towards addressing the immediate concerns of women’s self-sufficiency and 

established initiatives aimed at preparation for employment as well as other income 

generating projects.
195

 

 

Returning to la Patria, Returning to Struggle 

 The response towards Raquel de Cerezo’s unprecedented visit to the refugee 

camps in Mexico illustrated the emergence of new attitudes towards government 

authority that paralleled not only the development of a new national consciousness, but 
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also a global discourse that enhanced discussions and debates over citizenship rights.  

The education initiatives in the camps, as described in chapter two, aided in the 

development of knowledge and skills that facilitated the community participation and 

political action of the retornadas.  Their new attitudes reflected the new ways of thinking 

about their participation in the family, community, and the nation as Guatemalan citizens.  

Though it is the process of return that is at the center of this study, the concurrent 

reintegration and the later reconciliation process further demonstrated that the 

experiences of former refugees uniquely contributed to the struggle for political inclusion 

and citizenship rights.  Women’s groups in particular drew upon their newly garnered 

political capital, establishing new alliances and drawing upon the momentum of country’s 

popular movement, in order to claim their stake in the emerging political space.   

 The refugee experience in Mexico was both unique and formative due to the 

involvement and participation of government and non-government organizations and the 

country’s role in fostering the emergence of feminism in Latin America.  The influence 

of both the 1975 U.N. Women’s Conference held in Mexico City and the 1987 Encuentro 

Femenista in Taxco contributed to the development of new initiatives launched by NGOs 

that in turn provided critical support and capacity training to the retornadas.  As a result 

women created their own organizations and participated alongside the CCPP in the 

negotiations that both set the conditions for their collective return while also forming the 

foundation for peace negotiations.   
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 The development of different women’s organizations illustrated the emergence of 

different types of feminists.  Differences in the way in which the violence was 

experienced on both sides of the border was illustrated in the emergence of different 

types of women’s organizations.  In contrast to Tierra Viva and that GGM that drew 

much of its leadership from refugee women, other organizations like Mama Maquin, the 

GAM, and CONAVIGUA were not explicitly feminist.  Nevertheless, they utilized a 

gender analysis in making sense of the new conditions brought about by the violence.  By 

mobilizing as mothers, wives, and widows they not only undermined government 

authority by breaking the previously established silences, but they also challenged the 

distribution of power in both family and community life.  By coming together to 

collectively demand citizenship rights and political inclusion, in addition to forming a 

significant part of the popular movement women also challenged definitions of the 

Guatemalan citizen to include both lo indigena as well as the indigenous women. 

 While symbolic steps taken by the Guatemalan president intended to maintain the 

balance of power and preserve the patronage of the indigenous masses, they instead 

revealed the political reality and further severed the relationship with government 

authority.  By utilizing Raquel de Cerezo as a symbolic spokeswoman, the new civilian 

president underestimated the organizing power of the refugee community.  By later 

engaging with the CCPP in five years of negotiations, the tactics of intimidation and fear 

were unmatched as the emerging community of retornados relied on both institutional 

support and an extensive network that extended into Guatemala and drew upon the 
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emerging popular movement.  Moreover, by establishing government institutions aimed 

at offering aid and assistance to mothers, wives, and widows, despite their 

unresponsiveness and relative ineffectiveness, the government legitimized and politicized 

these women that the went on to form their own organizations.  In fleeing to Mexico, the 

refugees ruptured the relationship of power between lo indigena and the government.  In 

their negotiations for a collective return, the retornados not only facilitated shifts in civil 

society, but in their demands for citizenship rights and political inclusion they both 

challenged definitions of citizenship while also changing the position of lo indigena in 

national memory.   
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CONCLUSION: SYMBOL OR CITZEN 

 

 In its inception, photography in Guatemala captured an image of a country 

imagined by elites.
196

  The earliest images, while taken in the post-independence period, 

reflected the colonial past as was evident in the cartes de visite of the landed and 

economic minority and the ethnographic photographs of the exoticized and exploited lo 

indigena.  The daguerreotypes and cartes de visite, or visual calling cards, that first 

emerged in the 1850’s captured an image of the country as imagined by Guatemala’s elite 

minority in a manner that changed little until the 1960’s.  In the twentieth century 

photographic images, like most raw materials in Guatemala, were both produced and 

consumed by foreigners.  More modern images exposed the tension that existed in a 

country and culture mired in a tradition of violence and repression in a poignant contrast 

to the seemingly surreal images of daily life that continued despite it.   

 In the exhibition entitled Imaginando Guatemala, the Center for Regional 

Research on Mesoamerica, or CIRMA, compiled images that collectively told the story of 

the development of photography in Guatemala from 1850 to 2006.
197

  In the opening 

essay for the exhibition’s catalogue, Guatemalan historian Arturo Taracena Arriola 

defined the photograph as a social document illustrating the shifts in representation, 

content, and authorship paralleled developments in the ongoing struggle for new terms of 
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political inclusion.
198

  Photographs from the exhibition not only chronicled the country’s 

history, but they illustrated the contradictions between the image as a symbol and the 

reality that informs its critical reading.   

 The images captured by Moises Castillo, included in the last section of the 

exhibition, documented an image of the country’s more recent struggle to produce a more 

inclusive and responsive national memory.  In the context of the other photographs 

included in the exhibition, Castillo’s provided a stark contrast to those of earlier decades.  

For example, Castillo as a Guatemalan photographer reflected contemporaneous shifts in 

both the authorship and content of visual images.  Whereas the foreign lens had 

previously captured an image of Guatemala aimed for either export or elite consumption, 

Castillo’s images were poignant for both their subject-matter and their accessibility.  

Moreover, Castillo produced images that simply had not been captured by foreign 

photographers.  One such example was the collection of photographs taken by American 

Jean Marie Simon in 1987.  The title of her book, Guatemala: Eternal Spring, Eternal 

Tyranny revealed a the startling state of the country in the midst of the most violent 

period, the counterinsurgency war, of the thirty-six year Guatemalan Civil War.  While 

significant for her provocative images of the extent and impact of state sponsored 

violence and repression, they also mark a contrast to those of Castillo who documented 

daily life in spite of deteriorating conditions throughout the country.   
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 A photograph from 2004, included in the catalogue for Imaginando Guatemala, 

revealed the reality of daily life in Guatemala nearly a decade after the violence.  The 

photograph, Sin Titulo depicted the now infamous Guatemalan military in what appears 

to be a training exercise alongside a civilian couple.
199

  The woman in the photograph is 

pregnant providing a striking contrast between the memory of the atrocities committed by 

the military during the civil war and the hope for a new generation of Guatemalan’s as 

the country continued to struggle with the legacies of the violence.   

 The example of photography in Guatemala is especially relevant to the discussion 

of the manner by which the population of former refugees prompted significant shifts in 

civil society.  The emergence of a community of politically active men and women not 

only prompted a response from government authority, but also contributed to new ways 

of thinking about the Maya majority in national memory.  In addition to their subject-

matter, early photographic images were hailed as a symbol of modernity and progress in 

and of themselves, while more modern images were reflective of the country’s social and 

political realities.  In many ways the development of photography paralleled the 

transition from refugiada to Guatemalteca.  Lo indigena was no longer a symbol of 

modernity or of subversion, but rather demonstrated a new political and social reality as 

the return community continued to confront government authority and make their 

demands for land, security, and political participation heard.   
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 In the post-war period which began with the signing of the Peace Accords in 

1996, Guatemala under the leadership of Alvaro Arzu was faced with not only the tasks 

of re-building collapsed political and economic institutions, but also with the 

responsibility of implementing the agreements stipulated in the Peace Accords.  Inherent 

in each of these undertakings was the need for national reconciliation to precede national 

reconstruction.  Nevertheless, in contrast to Maurice Halbwachs’s theory of collective 

memory, elites charged with implementing the Peace Accords seemingly avoided any 

expression of memory that reflected the decades of the abuse and exploitation of the 

indigenous majority.   As Michael Steinberg and Matthew Taylor illustrated the country’s 

post conflict landscape contains no official recognition of the thirty-six years of  civil war 

that devastated the country’s rural population.
200

 

 Expressions of popular memory and attempts to document the extent of the 

counterinsurgency war’s impact have remained significantly limited and demonstrated 

that despite the strides made towards national transformation, reconciliation has 

stagnated.  In 1998 the Recovery of Historical Memory Project released its final report 

entitled Guatemala: Nunca Mas.
201

  The report based its findings on more than 6,500 

testimonials and documented more than 55,000 human rights violations and 25,000 
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deaths.
202

  The project was run by the Human Rights Office of the Guatemalan Catholic 

Archdiocese and offered an alternative to the truth commissions as emphasized by the 

inclusion of testimonial accounts.  In contrast in the way that Rigoberta Menchu’s 

testimony publicized and politicized the violence and repression in order to bring 

attention to the dire situation in the country, Guatemala: Nunca Mas aimed instead to 

publicize the painful memories in an effort to facilitate national healing and 

reconciliation.  In an attempt to once again silence such memories, the chair of the 

project, Bishop Juan Gerardi Conedera was murdered on April 26, 1998 just two days 

following the public presentation of the report’s findings. 

 Two years following his assassination a monument dedicated to Bishop Gerardi 

was unveiled in Guatemala City and has remained the only public monument of its type 

in the country.  As Steinberg and Taylor emphasized, that a monument was dedicated to 

the memory of a public figure that fought to publicize the memory of the war’s victims, 

rather than to the victims themselves is significant.
203

  It reveals a symbolic attempt to 

acknowledge his very public death, while also overshadowing the reality of Gerardi’s 

findings.  The only other official references to the civil war can be found in the country’s 

only military museum located in the Ixcan where the counterinsurgency war was most 

intense and devastating.
204

  Exhibitions in the museum include photographs of captured 
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weapons and rebels as well as tributes to the fallen, all with an emphasis on the military 

as righteous, victorious, and powerful.     

 When the refugees organized for their collective return and participated in direct 

negotiations with President Vinicio Cerezo and the Guatemalan government, they 

became a community of retornados.  The experience of exile in Mexico facilitated the 

development of new expectations for political inclusion and upon their return they made 

new demands for citizenship rights. The shared memory of unprecedented levels of 

violence and repression was the central organizing principal for the refugee community.  

This was especially evident with the emergence of women’s organizations and the 

manner by which publicizing and politicizing their experiences  undermined the national 

project of the era.    

 While community organizing was not necessarily unique to the refugee 

community, the way in which the Guatemalan government responded underscored and 

the emergence of women’s organizations underscored the truly unique nature of the 

experience of exile in Mexico.  The resistance encountered by the civically engaged and 

politically active women that returned illustrated just how profound their time in Mexico 

was in shifting women’s roles in the family, community, and country.  Moreover, the 

different ways that women experienced the violence as emphasized in the emergence of 

different types of women’s organizations demonstrated the unique contributions of Latin 

American women to essential conflicts in feminist discourse as well as in the global 

discussion of women’s rights as human rights.   
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 Despite the changes and challenges prompted by the return community, the 

Guatemalan government remained hesitant to move beyond the politics of symbolism.  

As early as the 1897 Central American Exposition and demonstrated again in the Rabin 

Ahau pageants of the 1970’s, state indigenismo emerged in an attempt to construct a 

national identity.  In both cases, the political elite manipulated and exploited lo indigena 

as a non-political symbol of progress, modernity, and of the country’s Maya spirit.  While 

the collective return of the retornados in 1993 both demonstrated a shift in the manner by 

which the government engaged with the Maya majority and opened the door for 

negotiations for the 1996 Peace Accords, they also initiated a new era of state 

indigenismo.   

 While the community organization of the 1970’s and the contributions of the 

retornados in the establishing a popular movement facilitated the development of a 

grassroots indigenismo or a pan-Mayan movement, the government has once again 

crafted a response that is largely symbolic.
205

  In what Charles Hale termed as 

multicultural neoliberalism, the Guatemalan government has officially sanctioned 

policies protecting indigenous cultural rights while doing very little to improve the 

conditions for the majority of the country.
206

  Especially with the dwindling presence of 

international attention and aid in the country, in contrast to that of the 1980’s and 1990’s, 
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the discourse of multiculturalism has undermined the self-sufficiency that was established 

by the retornados and instead prompted increased dependence on the government and 

competition within the indigenous movement for resources.
207

  By offering aid, 

assistance, and resources that have consistently fallen short, the Guatemalan government 

has taken only symbolic steps towards national transformation.  While the retornados can 

be credited with imploring a governmental response to their demands, initiating new 

negotiations for peace, and building upon the popular movement, the politics of memory, 

identity, and reconciliation reveal the challenges and obstacles in shifting the image of lo 

indigena in national memory.   

 Just as the country struggled with the reconstruction of political and economic 

institutions in the period that followed the signing of the 1996 Peace Accords, the 

construction of a collective memory that is both inclusive and responsive remains a 

critical part of national reconciliation.  The experience of exile in Mexico severed the 

relationship between lo indigena and government authority.  Memory, as a central 

organizing principle in the emergence of a new community of retornados paralleled both 

the loss of confidence of government authority and new demands for citizenship rights.  

Politically active women demonstrated the transformative power of memory and 

challenged the distribution of power in the family, community, and the nation.  Their 

participation in the negotiation process alongside the CCPP and the way in which women 
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from both sides of the border came together, though not without contestation, to set the 

agenda for women’s representation in the 1996 Peace Accords, reflected a notable shifts 

in the struggle for political inclusion and citizenship rights.  Despite challenges and 

stigmas in doing so, women continue to be the primary transmitters and carriers of 

memory and indigenous identity.
208

 

 While images like Castillo’s continued to reflect the realities of life in the post-

war period, many of the same inherent contradictions remain.  For example, even despite 

the acknowledgement of the role of the state, and especially General Efrian Rios Montt in 

sponsoring the majority of the disappearances and massacres during the civil war, as late 

as 2004 he remained President of the National Congress.  In 2005, in yet another 

symbolic move by the government of President Oscar Berger, the building that housed 

Ministry of Defense also known as the Casa Crema, was transformed into new offices of 

the Maya Language Academy and a new television studio that would broadcast Maya 

specific programing ranging from language, culture, and spirituality.
209

  Such examples 

of the contradictions still present in Guatemala are at least tempered by images like 

Castillo’s that have contributed to an opening of a formerly silenced national memory 

and signaled a shift in how Guatemalan’s now see and imagine themselves and their 

country.  As the retornados continue to challenge citizenship rights they have also shifted 
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the balance of interpretive power over memory and the treatment of lo indigena away 

from a symbol and into a citizen.  
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