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Abstract 

This thesis is a research-based analysis of the experiences of Mayan women and children during 

the peak years of the Guatemalan Civil War. The paper has two main goals: first, to establish if 

the brutality used on the part of the Guatemalan army constitutes genocide, and second, to 

understand why women and children were specifically targeted during the seemingly 

indiscriminate violence. The research used for this paper includes sources from numerous fields 

of study, including psychology, political science, sociology, anthropology, and history. The 

purpose of this is to provide an interdisciplinary approach to the topic, in the hopes of examining 

all sides of such a complex issue. Possible implications of this work are an increased awareness 

on the part of the reader of the situation in which Mayan women and their children find 

themselves, and the possibility that more social scientists will choose to conduct their research in 

the Guatemalan altiplano to gain more information and insight into the lives of the Mayan 

people. 
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Introduction 

cease to do evil 

learn to do good; 

seek justice, 

correct oppression; 

defend the fatherless, 

plead for the widow. 

Isaiah 1, 16-17 

 

 This thesis is an analysis of the violence and terror suffered by Mayan women and 

children during the worst years of the internal armed confrontation in Guatemala. It is divided in 

two parts: the first concentrates on the experiences of women, detailing their traditional roles in 

Mayan culture prior to the conflict, the various types of violence inflicted upon women, the 

adaptation to life in refugee camps, and finally their physical and emotional trauma. This is 

followed by the examination of children’s experiences, which begins with information about 

health, education and work standards of the years leading up to the peak violence, and continues 

by explaining the forms of violence used against children, the treatment of orphans and the 

process of transnational adoption, and finally the psychosocial trauma generated from the war.  

The goal is to provide a comprehensive look at the situation of women and children 

during this difficult time, incorporating several fields of study. In the course of this investigation, 

the author hopes to answer two important questions: the first is the question of whether or not the 

human rights violations perpetrated in Guatemala amounted to genocide. The second and most 

central question to the paper is: why women and children? In fields of combat, almost all 

casualties are men, because they are the primary group that forms an army. In the violence 

documented in Guatemala, there were countless examples of unimaginable cruelty against 

women and their children. The author will investigate why these two groups were targeted in the 

armed confrontation, and what purpose the violence against them served to the military. 



Blaylock 3 
 

 

Background on Guatemala 

 Guatemala is a nation truly unique in its wealth of ethnic, linguistic, and cultural 

diversity. Today, it is a nation of 14 million people, a majority of which are descendants of 

indigenous Mayan peoples (U.S. Department of State, 2012). There are 24 recognized 

indigenous languages, including Kiche, Kaqchikel, Q’eqchi, and Mam. Though the official 

language is Spanish, at least half of the population understands one or more Mayan languages. 

These are primarily spoken throughout the central and western highlands, where the largest 

concentrations of Mayan peoples can be found. In these communities, people base their 

livelihoods primarily on the land. Subsistence farming is a traditional practice that carries into 

today, with families working on individual milpas, or plots of land, to produce corn for tortillas 

and to raise animals. The vibrancy of Mayan culture can be observed in traditional Mayan dress, 

which is to this day utilized by indigenous communities, though mostly only by women.  

 The depth to which Guatemala has preserved its Mayan heritage is quite unique 

compared to its Latin American neighbors, and is a beautiful representation of the unbreakable 

continuity of a people. However, the modern situation of most indigenous Guatemalans is not 

one to be romanticized. In the rural highlands that the Maya call home, most live in extreme 

poverty. Access to basic health necessities is limited. In fact, Save the Children (2012) reports 

that Guatemala has the highest rate of chronic malnutrition in children under five in all of Latin 

America. Illiteracy is much more often the rule than the exception, and many children, especially 

girls, never complete their primary education. The United Nations Development Program 

(UNDP) rates Guatemala’s overall Human Development as far below standards for Latin 

America, or even the World (2011). Currently, major problems facing Guatemala are weak and 

corrupt law enforcement institutions, allowing impunity from the 1980s to continue even now, 
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and permitting Guatemala to bear one of the highest violent crime rates in the Americas (Human 

Rights Watch, 2012).  

 To provide a context in which one can understand these issues further, a geographical 

orientation is necessary. Guatemala is situated in the heart of Central America, with its 

northeastern border on the Atlantic Ocean and its southwestern border on the Pacific Ocean. 

These coastal plains are very fertile, and are home to large fincas, or plantations, which mainly 

grow coffee, sugar cane, and bananas. The center of the country is made up of highlands and 

lowlands caused by the Cuchumatanes and Sierra Madre mountain ranges, which cut across from 

west to east. The highland climate is temperate, and the lush landscape in these areas houses a 

multitude of plant and animal diversity, much of which is central to Mayan cultural practices and 

beliefs. Of all 22 departments, the vast expanse of El Petén is the largest, and comprises almost 

all of the northern part of Guatemala. To go directly north from the heart of the western 

highlands leads to the Mexican border, to cities like Chiapas. An understanding of the geography 

of the highlands is important to the overall comprehension of the Mayan experience during the 

conflict. Where they lived, where the army came for them, and the routes on which they fled had 

a major influence on who did and did not survive.  

Historical and Political Context 

 The source of the tension that led to perhaps the most brutal military campaign against 

civilians in all of Latin America is complex, and began hundreds of years ago. For generations, 

the Mayan people of Guatemala have been a second-class group to the ladinos, or mixed 

Indo-European descendants. From the beginning of the Spanish conquest, the indigenous Mayan 

people were characterized by a process of slavery, which became a common phenomenon for at 

least the first 30 years after their arrival; slavery was not formally lifted from the law until 1542 
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(Garavito Fernández, 2003). Apart from slavery, indigenous peoples constantly faced the risk of 

incarceration for refusal of forced manual labor on fincas. The European-descendant culture in 

Guatemala has always held the status of a class above that of the indigenous, and no one is 

immune from its effects. According to the vision of the conquistadors, violence is a necessary 

part of freeing the indigenous Maya from their pagan practices, so that they may be saved from 

the devil. In a similar way, violence against the Mayan people may also be justified in preventing 

the state from “falling into communist hands,” as they may be sympathetic to insurgent 

movements (Garavito Fernández, 2003).  

 The traditional ladino perspective on Mayan people is often pejorative, labeling Mayans 

as a dirty and stupid people, who hamper the progress of a developing nation with their stubborn 

attempts to hold on to an expired culture (Green, 1999). In fact, for more than a century Mayans 

have formed an integral part of the economic structure, providing cheap labor every season to the 

large fincas whose products make up a majority of Guatemala’s exports. Racism against the 

indigenous in Guatemala is absolutely nothing new, and has been integrated into most social and 

governmental institutions. Indeed, violence is an important phenomenon in the process of 

molding the Guatemalan psychology: it has been present throughout much of Guatemala‘s 

history and has configured the subjectivity of the many groups and social classes (Garavito 

Fernández, 2003). However, when the government began its merciless counterinsurgency 

campaign that resulted in over 200,000 deaths, over 80% of which were Mayan, the world was 

re-awoken to the most terrible example of indigenous racism since the Conquest (CEH, 1999).  

 In 1944, history was made in Guatemala as the first democratically elected national 

government took power for the first time (Green, 1999). President Juan Jose Arévalo enacted 

various measures to expand the middle class and promote workers’ rights, which he labeled 
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“spiritual socialism” (ODHAG, 1998, p.185). In 1950, Jacobo Arbenz succeeded him, as a 

member of the Frente Popular Libertador (FPL), the Popular Liberating Front. His 

administration’s foremost priority was to address the agrarian crisis gripping the country by 

passing legislation such as the Agrarian Reform Law, in an effort to address the extremely 

unequal distributions of land. However, on June 17, 1954, the CIA-backed coup d’état launched 

from the Honduran border easily overthrew the democratically elected president, and began the 

cycle of military dictators and coups that would rule the country for the next thirty years 

(ODHAG, 1998, p.189). 

 After Arbenz was forced to resign as President, Guatemala saw five more changes in 

government in a series of military juntas (CEH, 1999). The rapid succession of one regime to the 

next was incredibly unstable politically, and youth activists and union leaders began organizing 

in a show of public disapproval. As the increasingly autocratic rule of the government in the 

1960s prompted leftist protests and military revolts, which failed in ousting the government 

leaders, it also fueled the beginnings of the forces that later became known as the guerilla rebels. 

The four principle guerilla branches - the Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP), the Fuerzas 

Armadas Rebeldes (FAR), the Organización Revolucionaria del Pueblo en Armas (ORPA), and 

the Partido Guatemalteco de Trabajo (PGT) - formed the umbrella guerilla group the Unidad 

Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) in 1982 (ODHAG, 1998).  

 Throughout the rest of this paper, the phrase “peak years of the conflict” will appear more 

than once. This refers to the regimes of General Romeo Lucas García and General Efraín Rios 

Montt, which together lasted almost five years, from 1978 to 1984. The Lucas García regime was 

established in an election widely labeled as fraudulent, and at a time where the guerilla forces 

were the most organized and active. Under Lucas García, disappearances and assassinations 
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became normal military procedure, as did the “scorched earth” policy that included 

indiscriminately burning down villages and attacking the civilian population (ODHAG, 1998, 

p.219). When General Rios Montt was brought into power in 1982, the counterinsurgency 

campaign continued with undeterred voracity, consisting of extensive massacres and population 

displacements that devastated the Mayan population (Davis, 1988).  

Part I: The Experiences of Women 

 According to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and their Additional Protocols, any armed 

conflict must be regulated by international humanitarian law (International Committee of the Red 

Cross, 2010). While all civilians are considered “Protected Persons” as stipulated by said 

international humanitarian law, women are especially recognized for the unique and severe 

affects that fighting can have. It is recognized that women must be “especially protected” from 

the act or the threat of sexual violence, that expectant mothers be treated with particular care, and 

that mothers of young children be provided with basic provisions necessary for the survival of 

her family (ICRC, 2010). For the Mayan women who experienced the violence of the early 

1980s, these protections were blatantly ignored.  

 As Green (1999) notes in her book Fear as a Way of Life, the Guatemalan altiplano was 

known by the early 1980s as the “land of eternal tyranny” because of the brutality of the violence 

perpetrated by the military (p. 29). While men constituted the majority of those killed and 

disappeared, women experienced very specific forms of violence (ODHAG, 1998, p.73). Those 

that survived were not always considered among the fortunate, however; they are now forced to 

come to terms with their haunting experiences, and simultaneously, to struggle to find the means 

to support what remains of their families. Even after the widespread fighting, they must continue 

to fight against such opponents as psychosocial trauma, disintegrated families and broken 
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community trust. 

Women’s Roles before the Conflict 

 For women who have lived through the years of the most repressive violence, it is normal 

for them to have a divided concept of time: a “before,” and a “now.” A sense of an “after” is only 

possible once the “before” has been solidly concluded, which is not the case for many. With so 

many women still living in a state of daily fear and anxiety, and also never conclusively knowing 

what became of their husbands and brothers, they live in a “now” that is an alien, transitional 

time with no real end in sight (Ayuda de la Iglesia Noriega [AIN], 1997, p. 23). Nevertheless, 

there was a before; a time where women were able to find husbands, raise children, and coexist 

with their community without fear of violent repercussions. To understand the effect violence 

had on women and, subsequently, on the structure of Mayan communities, one must first 

understand the roles women played in traditional, pre-conflict Mayan life.  

 As much today as generations before, marriage is a near-universal ritual for young Mayan 

women, granting them key freedoms such as basic self-sufficiency and access to resources 

previously unattainable to them. Pedida, the traditional engagement ritual that involves a 

complex arrangement of visits and gifts, is viewed as the ideal path to matrimony (Green, 1999, 

p.87). However, other more-or-less accepted bonds include elopement, civil ceremonies and 

Catholic Church weddings. A formal marriage is preferred for various reasons; other than the 

fact that a formal union garners a degree of respect throughout the community, it also can decide 

the level of a woman’s future autonomy. Carter notes that, in studying the authority possessed by 

Guatemalan husbands, marriages that were formed through a formal union were more likely to 

result in women making more decisions for the household and holding more bargaining power in 

the community than women in informal, consensual unions (2004, p. 646). That said, the pedida 



Blaylock 9 
 

 

ritual may not have always been the most practical option for rural Mayan women because of its 

expensive, drawn out practices.  

 As married women, certain roles and responsibilities were expected, both within the 

household and in the community. Rural Mayan households relied solely on subsistence activities 

for generations, and only in the mid-20
th

 century began to see a change. Between a husband and 

wife, the daily chores of supporting a household were divided in a mutually dependent pattern, 

all framed around subsistence practices (Green, 1999, p. 95). Women were seen as a very 

necessary element of household production, with their duties including converting corn into 

tortillas (the basic food staple of rural Mayan communities), weaving and washing clothes, 

rearing the children, and assisting with agricultural labor. If a family was able to cultivate their 

milpa, or small farm plot, sufficiently enough, many elected to engage in wage labor to earn 

supplementary cash. Common paths to cash incomes for women included selling crafts or 

foodstuffs in the market, which was used to purchase household necessities such as tools or 

fertilizer.  

However, by the 1950s, the region was experiencing an agrarian crisis, which shifted the 

local economy to become much more market-dependent. As Bossen explains, the growing 

market economy diminished the importance of household subsistence activities, which 

re-divided labor duties between husbands and wives in a disadvantageous way for women (1984 

[Green, p.96]). This shift to wage labor as a dominant means of financial support greatly 

disrupted the balance of roles that was so essential to subsistence practices. Women, without 

changing any personal factors of education or circumstance, were suddenly less capable of 

providing for the family, and so depended much more on men as financial providers.  

This is the setting in which Mayan women found themselves in the years preceding the 
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violent repression. By no means were they powerless, but their degree of autonomy was already 

reduced from what it had been in previous decades. As the mounting tensions were materializing 

into disappearances and clandestine violence in the mid-to-late 1970s, women were left 

increasingly vulnerable because of their delicate economic status (Green, 1999, p. 99). As 

mothers, wives and workers, they were continuously disadvantaged through a machista society, 

and yet had a fundamental role in maintaining the societal fabric (AIN, 1997, p.42). Ironically, it 

would be their fundamental importance to community cohesion that would mark them as targets 

by the Guatemalan counterinsurgency troops. 

The Violence Against Women 

 The violence perpetrated against the Maya civilians affected both men and women of 

every age. In the official report of the Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica [Recovery of 

Historical Memory] (REMHI) Project, women provided half of the testimonies. However, most 

of the testimonies given describe their experiences without referring specifically to how it 

affected them as women (ODHAG, 1998, p.73). For that reason, it is difficult to understand 

human rights violations in a gender-specific context. Fried notes that, when analyzing human 

rights abuses from a gender-sensitive viewpoint, a universal conclusion is that “women 

experience gender-specific forms of violence that are different from those experienced by men. 

Even when the rights of women and men are similarly violated, women’s cases are less visible 

and therefore less frequently condemned” (2003, p. 97).  

 Violence against Mayan women took many forms. Psychological violence was waged in 

many ways, most of which were direct attacks with the intent to incite terror. One example cited 

repeatedly was the practice of forcing the women to cook for, serve, and even dance with the 

soldiers who had just killed their husbands. In instances such as these, women were taunted and 
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humiliated by the perpetrators, all the while fearing that they too would be killed (ODHAG, 

1998, p.74). Another form of psychological torture was a forced disappearance. Kidnappings 

took place in the middle of the night, and they targeted peasants, social and student leaders, and 

members of religious communities. Most of those who disappeared were men (CEH, 1999, sec. 

89). Women watched helplessly as their husbands were torn from their homes, and then were left 

to wait for his return, or to find his body.  In one testimony, a woman described how early one 

morning, soldiers surrounded her home, entered, and removed her husband; “Yo me asusté 

mucho, pero no pude hacer nada, eran muchos soldados” (“This frightened me greatly, but I 

could not do anything, there were many soldiers”). In another, a woman described a similar 

situation during the night; “Mi esposo tembala y salió de la casa. Ya afuera lo amarraron y se lo 

llevaron. A mí me dijeron que no saliera” (“My husband was shaking and left the house. Outside, 

[the soldiers] tied him up and took him. They told me not to leave”). In both cases, the women 

later found their husbands‘ bodies. (AIN, 1997, p. 73-75).  

 As if psychological violence weren’t enough, assaults on women’s bodies were 

appallingly frequent. As the REMHI project reports, 149 victims were cited in 92 accounts of 

sexual assault, and in one of every six massacre cases studied, the rape of women was part of the 

soldiers’ modus operandi (ODHAG, 1998, p. 76). Of course, actual numbers of women who 

experienced sexual assault are nearly impossible to calculate. Researchers estimate that many 

cases went unreported, mostly because of the combination of individual and community 

reactions to sexual violence. As the CEH reports on the rape of women, “Those who survived the 

crime still suffer profound trauma as a result of this aggression, and the communities themselves 

were deeply offended by this practice. The presence of sexual violence in the social memory of 

the communities has become a source of collective shame” (1999, sec. 91). In spite of the 
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seemingly unified disgust at this type of violation, the rape of women stood out as one of the 

most frequent abuses of the conflict.  

 The motivations behind sexual violence are numerous. It can be used as a show of power, 

not only over the victims themselves, but also over the people to whom the act of violence is 

meant to send a message; for example, the male family members of a female victim. As Card 

explains, rape in war is usually a public act, and can serve to both bond the perpetrators and 

alienate family and community members, especially in cases where the perpetrators had been 

neighbors of those they later violated (1996, p.7). Alienation can be experienced when the men 

related to the female victim reject her on grounds of loss of purity or pure disgust, also (and most 

especially) when impregnation results. Forcible impregnation, even if unbeknownst to the 

perpetrator, can serve as a form of genetic imperialism, as it undermines familial solidarity and 

can lead to a shift of loyalties of the next generation (Card, 1996, p, 8-9). However, because of 

the general contempt held against victims of and children produced from rape, it was not 

uncommon for the Maya children conceived through rape to be given up for adoption or simply 

abandoned by their mothers. The experiences of children, especially orphans, of the conflict will 

be examined further in the next chapter. 

 Displacement and Hiding 

 As soldiers increasingly terrorized, kidnapped, and killed indiscriminately across villages, 

those that managed to avoid death were forced to flee. Options of where to go were few, but 

included neighboring villages that were presently without military occupation, the natural cover 

of the nearby mountains, and across the border into Mexico to live in refugee camps. Group 

flight, or collective displacement, described the prolonged displacement that included exile into 

the hills, which was the experience of many Maya villages. In later phases of the conflict, 
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soldiers would incorporate displacing the population into their counterinsurgency methods, 

particularly in areas of perceived high guerrilla influence (ODHAG, 1998, p.56). Manz describes 

the situation of the villages of Santa María Tzejá: 

Already the villagers knew the army had slaughtered all the inhabitants of a nearby settlement two 

days earlier. So when the sentries gave prearranged signals, the villagers grabbed their children 

and fled into the sanctuary of the thick rain forest….[They] knew that the army intended to kill 

everyone. Terrified, they hid among the mahogany trees and the vines for weeks, and then the 

weeks turned into months. They had no notion of what would become of them. After several 

months of constant fear, more than half the families made a harrowing forty-mile journey into 

Mexico, where they would stay for more than a decade. (2004, p. 1-2) 

 As described in the Introduction, the geography of Guatemala plays an important role in 

understanding where the villages are or were, and in tracking villagers’ escape routes. The 

Cuchumatanes and Sierra Madre ranges that sweep from west to east through much of 

Guatemala’s main territory create a mostly mountainous terrain, which transforms the mostly 

tropical region into a slightly more temperate climate. The Altos, or Highlands, are the areas in 

which most major cities are located, with much of the Western Highlands populated by Mayan 

villages. Figure 1 below clearly shows that the Western Highlands suffered from the worst 

violence of the conflict, with Quiché, Huehuetenango and Alta Verapaz departments 

experiencing the majority of that violence (CEH, 1999, p.84). In total, as many as 1.5 million 

people were displaced or fled the country, with roughly 10 percent estimated to have gone to 

Mexico (ODHAG, 1998, p.56). 
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Figure 1 

 

 For Mayan women, the experience of fleeing their villages came after they had already 

lost neighbors, children, and husbands. Most cases of flight were not preceded by the 

formulation of a plan of action, but were abrupt and dangerous and made without clear 

knowledge of the threat (ODHAG, 1998, p.58). Both women and men were faced with two 
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options: either flee as the soldiers approached, and be marked as guerilla sympathizers, or stay 

and “surrender” for nonexistent crimes to the army, and pray that they show mercy. 

Understandably, many chose the first option, because at least that scenario left them in control of 

their odds of survival, rather than putting that control in the hands of the soldiers. But in fleeing, 

and perhaps surviving, Maya villagers then faced living under the constant fear of discovery by 

the military, which only prolonged their tension and suffering.  

 Most testimonies that are available regarding internally displaced women concern their 

experiences as mothers having to protect their children in the wilderness; for that reason, the 

examination and understanding of women’s experiences in hiding are inextricably linked to their 

experiences as mothers. Even during the most dangerous periods of flight, women’s actions were 

governed by caring for their children. Such duties included carrying them, foraging food, and 

even giving birth, as in the following testimony: “Without medicines or appropriate places, 

mothers lay down on the leaves to give birth to their children. Sometimes they had to flee, 

bleeding and in pain” (ODHAG, 1998, p.82). Caring for children alone, while hiding in the 

mountains, is almost too much to imagine having to endure. The fact that many women did this 

for months, or years, is barely comprehensible. In their search for salvation, women did not only 

have to endure births, but deaths. As a woman named Lucrecia describes, “Allí en la montaña, 

pasamos mucha hambre y frío… me compuse del hijo que estaba esperando, pero la vida que 

llevábamos era tan dura y cuando mi hijito tenía como diez meses de edad, también se me 

murió” (“There on the mountain, we were very hungry and cold… I had the child that I was 

expecting, but our life then was so hard that when my baby was about ten months old, he also 

died”) (AIN, 1997, p.100).  

 As mentioned previously, there were basically three options for women fleeing the 
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violence. First, they could integrate themselves into other communities, usually where they had 

family members or another kind of social support (ODHAG, 1998, p.59). Second, they could flee 

into the wilderness, which was described above as an option only for those in desperation. One 

option to those struggling in the highland forests was to join the communities of popular 

resistance (CPRs). The CPRs began forming in 1982, and were groups of people that found 

themselves unable to remain in their communities yet hesitant to flee into Mexico, and whose 

primary motivations were to defend the land (ODHAG, 1998, p.65). Other possible motivations 

for joining CPRs included being unable to cross into Mexico safely, or attempting to retain 

family ties with those that had joined the guerillas. However, these were mainly unorganized 

groups that lived in an environment of constant fear and instability.  

 Finally, women could take their families on the harrowing journey into Mexico to seek 

refuge in a camp. According to the CEH, approximately 150,000 people fled to Mexico, with 

about a third of those settling in camps and being formally granted refugee status by the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (1999, sec.66). As Melville and Lykes 

(1992) describe in their work with two refugee camps in Chiapas in 1988, the people fleeing the 

highlands seeking the peace and safety of the camps were slightly disillusioned. The conditions 

in which Mayan refugees lived were still very precarious. Basic provisions were distributed by 

aid organizations, such as Catholic Church groups or the Mexican Committee for Aid to 

Refugees (COMAR). For water, women usually walked about an hour to a source and had to 

hand-carry 5-gallon buckets back to the camps (p.538). No school materials were provided past 

grade six, and all formal education required learning Spanish first. In addition, the authors 

observed that women wore their traditional traje only occasionally, because many had lost them 

while fleeing and were unable to replace them. This had very negative repercussions on women’s 
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cultural identity and self-value (p.538). 

 To sustain themselves in a foreign environment, Mayan refugees had few options for 

earning a living. If they were able to work on their own land, subsistence farming was most often 

the chosen method. If they were without their own plots, they sometimes had the option of 

working on nearby Mexican farms. In Earle’s (1988) example of Mayan refugees in Chamula, 

Mexico, the refugees actually had a very positive impact on the local townspeople, as they were 

in need of labor and had the space to accommodate all of the incoming families; Earle even 

describes their work relationships as bankilal-itzinal (“older brother - younger brother”) (p.260). 

However, for women, physical labor positions were not usually available options. In the camps 

mentioned by Melville and Lykes (1992), a textile workshop was established that employed 

women to make cloth with spinning looms, and then to sell them through a church-sponsored 

store. This was a very fortunate situation, though it only employed 12 women out of the 

hundreds in the camp. And no matter the security granted to women and their families in the 

camps, refugee status was not a permanent solution. 

 As women and their families fled the onslaught of the soldiers, they were forced to leave 

everything behind; their homes, their crops, and their possessions (Green, 1999, p.99). As the 

situation for women was already strained before the peak years of violence, recovering their 

livelihoods afterwards was extremely difficult. Many women found themselves alone and with 

small children, and unable to work what little land remained to them. They were forced to either 

hire local men as laborers, which meant they had to procure cash from somewhere, or search for 

a place where they could possibly find work, such as relocating to Guatemala City to do 

domestic housework (Green, 1999, p. 100). They also had to cope with their new roles as heads 

of household, and as women alone. As one woman phrases it, “Ya ve, la vida de una mujer 
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cuesta entre los hombres y peor la vida de una mujer sola con los hijos. Me dejaron como un 

pájaro entre una rama seca” (“You see, the life of a woman among men is hard; and the life of a 

woman alone with her children is worse yet. They left me like a bird on a dead branch”) 

(ODHAG, 1998, p.82). 

Trauma: Mind, Body and Community 

 The silence that pervades life in Mayan communities to this day has created an 

environment of constant fear. Women do not only have to recover from the traumatic incidents 

of the past, but do it without acknowledging or speaking about these incidents. What’s more, 

they have to continue living their lives under the daily threat of some kind of unidentified 

consequence. This is made clear to them through strategies like ‘low intensity warfare’ (LIW), 

which is characterized by random acts of a threatening nature performed by the government 

(Melville & Lykes, 1992). LIW is designed to interrupt the daily patterns of normal life, and to 

remind people of the power of the military. By incorporating LIW and other threatening gestures 

by the military into everyday life, people become inured to the threat of violence and are 

regularly faced with the painful reminders of the violence of the past. The implications of this 

kind of lifestyle are summarized by Green (1999): “The routinization of terror is what fuels its 

power… [it] allows people to live in a chronic state of fear behind a façade of normalcy, even 

while that terror permeates and shreds the social fabric (p.60).  

 Silence in the face of military threats, is used as a survival strategy for many of the 

Mayan women; however, at the same time that it preserves them, it also serves to proliferate 

feelings of isolation (Alarcón, Comas-Díaz, & Lykes, 1998). By keeping quiet about happenings 

and emotions, it suddenly makes it extremely difficult for outsiders to determine the truth, and 

for Mayans to distinguish the real from the unreal (Green, 1999; Alarcón et.al., 1998). This in 
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turn acts to destroy the foundations of social relationships and community solidarity of the 

villagers.  

 For women in the refugee camps, silence was not as much of an issue as the gradual loss 

of their traditional cultures. Light (1992) found in her research that, in separating with their 

homelands, women had distanced themselves from many of the cultural practices that centered 

on their connection with the land. In adapting to their new environment, women had stopped 

speaking their native languages to their children because of the necessity to learn Spanish, and 

had stopped wearing the traditional traje of their peoples because the materials were almost 

impossible to access. Losing words or clothes in and of themselves are not the issue; rather, these 

elements of culture reflect an individual’s ties to her community, and losing them through forced 

relocation amounts to the loss of their Mayan identity (Melville & Lykes, 1992).  

 There are two basic methods of approaching the analysis of trauma: the individual who 

suffers internally and the collective and cultural trauma suffered by the Mayan people as a 

whole. The most frequent diagnoses of victims of trauma involve post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), which is a broad diagnosis encompassing various experiences of trauma. PTSD can be 

characterized by symptoms such as the following: women can experience feelings of depression 

and anxiety, they can be more “jumpy” and easily startled, women can have problems feeling 

emotions and try to avoid things that remind them of the trauma, and finally, they tend to blame 

themselves for causes of the trauma more often than men do (US Department of Veterans 

Affairs, 2007).  To diagnose someone with PTSD, one must first identify the trauma that affects 

the victim. That leads to the inevitable question: What is trauma?  

 Ayalon (1998) offers us an answer: “Trauma is the systematic shock that unbalances the 

individual’s somatic, affective, cognitive and spiritual inner functions.” As described by Gordon 
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and Wraith (1993), trauma’s main feature is ‘rupture,’ because it destroys a person’s 

relationships and attachments, their perception of self, and their understanding of time and place 

(as cited in Ayalon, 1998). It is important to understand that trauma does not stop after a 

predetermined length of time, nor does it limit itself to the mind. The emotional pain can 

magnify and manifest as bodily pains or sicknesses. Green (1999) details this phenomenon 

extensively in her chapter, “The Embodiment of Violence” (pp. 111-124). In it, she describes 

how Mayan widows suffer from chronic headaches, weakness, diarrhea, insomnia, and other 

ailments commonly associated with PTSD. However, other ailments that pervade Mayan widows 

across the highlands are slightly more vague, and are sometimes labeled as folk illnesses by 

Western doctors. These include nervios (nerves), pena (pain or grief, also described as “heart 

pain”), and susto (fright). Labeling these and other similar physical experiences as “folk 

illnesses” only undermines the pain that Mayan women are forced to live with on a daily basis. 

Indeed, women are forced to relearn their own bodies, which are now “constructed through 

experiences of trauma and violence” (Green, 1999, p.112). It is important that doctors and 

anthropologists incorporate methods of treating susto and pena into their regular methods of 

healing when dealing with Guatemalan victims, so as not to devalue their suffering. The U.S. 

Department of Veteran Affairs found that women in particular suffer from distinct forms of 

PTSD, and are more than twice as likely to develop it than men after a traumatic incident (2007). 

Trauma can also vary, depending if the victim was a witness to the incident, or directly 

experienced it. In the case of the very personal violence that was common throughout the 

highlands, it is important to note that PTSDs are “more severe and last longer whenever the 

stressor is caused by ‘human-made violence’” (Ayalon, 1998).  

 The process of identifying individual suffering and providing people with diagnoses is an 
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important step towards recovery. However, to understand the complexity and depth of the 

psychosocial trauma experienced by Mayan communities, there is another question that must be 

asked: “What does it mean for a Maya to lose her land, to watch her home and crops and 

traditional dress burn, to see her animals killed?” (Alarcón et.al., 1998). Mayan women, 

regardless of language or traditional dress, have suffered similar traumas and encounter similar 

daily struggles. Mayan women and their families frame their personal identities on their land, 

their crops, and elements of their individual ethnicity, such as language and type of dress. 

Burning the land and cutting away the trees affects every Maya in a very personal way. It 

translates to a cutting away of their ties to the past as well as their future. Women losing their 

huiplies, or their hand-woven blouses distinctive to their pueblos, lose a product that represents 

the art passed through generations of Mayan women (Green, 1999, p.127).  Just as the land was 

scarred from fire, Mayan women and their communities bear permanent scars that weigh silently 

on their minds and hearts. 

 Part II: The Experiences of Children 

 In environments of extreme poverty, especially those affected by war as Guatemala was, 

children are among the most vulnerable victims (Lykes, 1994). During the armed conflict, many 

children directly experienced the violation of their basic human rights. They were exposed to 

gruesome violence, sometimes directed at themselves or their immediate family members. They 

were forced to bear witness to tragedies, which left many with severe psychological scarring. 

Though the conflict impacted every Mayan villager regardless of age or gender, children were 

unique victims. The young age at which they witnessed or experienced the violence meant 

having to live a larger portion of their lives in recovery from trauma than older victims. Their 

defenselessness meant that children were also affected differently in respect to other sectors of 
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the population, most significantly those that were in the stages of early childhood and who, in 

that moment, depended completely on their parents (CEH, 1999, sec.518). For those that lost one 

or even both parents, as an estimated 100 to 150 thousand children did, orphanhood meant also 

losing ties with distant family members, uprooting to a foreign home, and a high likelihood of 

destitution (CEH, 1999, sec.522). 

 For the Mayan children that were direct victims of the conflict, their experiences during 

this time would have ramifications echoing far into the future, both for themselves and for their 

communities. All that they witnessed and endured became testimonies that deserved equal 

attention to those of adults, yet were often shelved and never acted upon. In the cases of children 

forced into adoption, their experiences were often never heard, as they were separated from their 

families and sent as far away as Europe or, most frequently, the United States. Indeed, the United 

States became the world’s leading importer of Guatemalan children in the years after the signing 

of the Peace Accords, which is ironic considering its role in both the counterinsurgency 

techniques that left children parentless in the first place, and its possible influence on 

Guatemalan military strategies involving child disappearances, which will be detailed later. A 

large portion of the examination of the experiences of children will involve disappeared children 

and transnational adoption, because of the ongoing effects that are still being reconciled to this 

day, both by the families grieving their long-lost children, and the now-grown children 

themselves. 

 To further understand what it means to have experienced trauma on such a widespread 

scale from the perspective of a Mayan child, one must first gain an understanding of the 

standards of living in the years before and during the conflict. Especially in areas that are most 

relevant to the lives of children: health standards, family and home structure, and education.  
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Growing Up 

 In the years leading up to the conflict, Guatemala was not by today’s standards a 

hospitable nation for raising children. Rural Guatemala was a difficult place to grow up, with 

74% of the rural population living below the level of absolute poverty (UNICEF, 1988). 

According to the UN Development Program, Guatemala had an under-five mortality rate of 137 

per 1000 live births in 1980, which was right in between the rankings of Medium and Low 

Human Development (2011). A child born in 1980 could expect to live to the age of 57.3, 

excluding factors of war, and was ranked in the Health index as 0.588 on a 0 to 1.0 scale (UNDP, 

2011). Clearly, these statistics are far below what developed nations today would consider 

acceptable, yet these were the circumstances in which young children found themselves before 

and during the peak years of the war. To this day, health standards have not shown much 

improvement. Guatemala has the highest rate of malnutrition in children under five in all of Latin 

America, and of those figures, indigenous children suffer the worst (Save the Children, 2011).  

 Education of a nation’s children is one of the most important indicators of its general 

well-being and level of development. In the case of Guatemala, these indicators are not positive. 

In the early 1970s, primary schools enrolled just over half of the target population 

(Understanding Children‘s Work, 2003). Even today, Guatemala’s net enrollment for school-age 

children is the lowest in Central America and for decades has been biased against the poor. 

Enrollment rates are now and have long been lowest among the poorest and most rural citizens, 

which often translates to indigenous. Girls especially have a history of limited access to 

education, as they are traditionally assigned more household work, and are chosen second to 

boys in many instances when families have little money and must choose which of their children 

to educate. In 1980, the mean years of schooling for adults aged 25 and older, which were the 
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children of pre- and early-conflict Guatemala, were 2.4 years. That level of schooling is 

astonishingly low; only Haiti ranked below Guatemala for all nations of the Americas (UNDP, 

2011).  

 One particularly severe problem for all citizens in Guatemala is illiteracy. As of 1994, the 

literacy rate for the total adult population (ages fifteen and up) was 64.2 percent, with female 

adults alone producing a literacy rate of 57.3 percent (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2011). As 

adults in 1994 were born in the 1970s and earlier, this statistic can be used to reflect on the 

effectiveness, or rather, ineffectiveness, of the education system in the years leading up to the 

peak years of the war. Also important to keep in mind is that all statistics mentioned above 

represent the total population of Guatemala, and do not factor ethnicity or income level. That 

being said, one can assume that the literacy rate for rural Mayan Indians during that time period 

was even lower.  

 Adding to the fact that the education standards in Guatemala at that time were dismal, 

there is also the factor of children in work. Children’s work, or any time of economic activity 

performed by children, is very common in Guatemala today, and has been so for generations 

(UCW, 2003). According to the UCW report, a 1994 figure of children workers estimated eight 

percent of all Guatemalan children were employed in some field, and in 2002 it rose to 23 

percent. It also reports that the prevalence of indigenous children working is almost twice that of 

non-indigenous children, and that the employment of male 7-14 year olds is twice that of females 

in the same age group (2003). However, the report does not include household chores in its 

definition of work - if chores are included, girls work the same amount. The type of work 

children perform is also very dependent on the sex of the child; 75 percent of male children work 

on fincas (plantations), while 10 percent of boys work in commercial activities. Meanwhile, girls 
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are split between agriculture (40 percent), commerce (28 percent), manufacturing (20 percent) 

and personal services (12 percent) (UCW, 2003). Unfortunately, regardless of sex, children in 

Guatemala work for an average of 47 hours per week; 58 hours per week if they are not in school 

(UCW, 2003). 

 While there are no official statistics involving children workers in the years before the 

violence intensified (around 1980), the various testimonies incorporated in post-conflict oral 

histories of adults testify to the fact that child labor is nothing new. The agrarian crisis that began 

in the 1950s meant that rural families across the board had access to less and less land. First, men 

opted to earn more money by leaving their families for months at a time on the coastal fincas. 

However, as the crisis intensified, whole families were forced into seasonal migration so that 

they could maximize their earning potential. Based on personal accounts, experiences of children 

in work before the conflict seem even worse than the bleak figures we have today. For a child in 

a finca, dangers can include heat exhaustion, malnutrition, or poison from pesticides, as in the 

case of the brother of author Rigoberta Menchú: “Two of my brothers died in the finca. The first, 

he was the eldest, was called Felipe…They’d sprayed the coffee with pesticide by plane while 

we were working, as they usually did, and my brother couldn’t stand the fumes and died of 

intoxication” (1984, p. 38). Working on a sugar cane plantation can involve even greater risks to 

personal health. As one woman remembers, “Cuando trabajamos en las fincas [de caña de 

azucar], pasamos más peligro, por que allí hay mucha culebra, además los hombres usan 

machetes y corvos muy filosos” [“When we worked on the sugar cane plantations, we were very 

much at risk, because there are many snakes there, also the men use machetes and curved knifes 

that are very sharp”] (AIN, 1997, p.45).  

 For Mayan children born before the violence was widespread, before the government 
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named them guerilla sympathizers, and before they began to lose their families, their futures 

already looked extraordinarily difficult. School was a rare opportunity, and long hours 

performing work and chores were a virtual certainty. Sickness, especially on fincas, was 

rampant, and took the lives of many children. This sense of hopelessness for the future is 

expressed by Menchú, recalling a moment from when she was eight years old: “I was both angry 

with life and afraid of it, because I told myself: ‘This is the life I will lead too; having too many 

children, and having them die’” (1984, p. 41).  

Violence Against Children 

 Just as women were specifically targeted because of their potential to become “threats” to 

the army, children were selectively captured, tortured, or killed. Children represented desirable 

targets in the eyes of the military for various reasons. First and foremost, they were easy targets. 

The younger in age, the less capable they were of fighting back or surviving if forced to flee to 

the wilderness. They also represented a certain collateral over their parents - if children were 

tortured in front of their parents, the parents were much more likely to break down and provide 

information. Finally, if nothing else, children represented the future of the Mayan community. 

To effectively suppress a people, an important element is “destroying the seed” (ODHAG, 1998, 

p.29). 

 Throughout the REMHI Project, half of the 422 massacres recorded included the 

collective murder of children; this is defining the term “massacre” as generalized attacks on 

communities (ODHAG, 1998, p.30, 295). Though there is little information on an exact number 

of the children tortured or killed during the war, there are various documented cases of massacres 

targeting only women and their children. In all circumstances, either the men were absent from 

the village at the time of the massacre, or they had already been killed (ODHAG, 1998, p.75). 
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One testimony from the Quiché department provides an example of such violence: “The woman 

lived in the house with her little ones. And they grabbed the woman; they stuck a knife in her 

neck…They set the house on fire with all the little ones inside” (ODHAG, 1998, p.30). Another 

testimony, from the perspective of someone who experienced intense violence at only seven 

years old, gives a unique insight into the will of a child to survive: “En la masacre de Ballí 

murieron mis cuatro hermanos y mi mamá. Los soldados me dispararon en la cabeza, pero 

sobreviví y escapé… Después me refugié con los demas de la comunidad entre la montaña” [“In 

the massacre of Ballí my four siblings and my mother died. The soldiers shot me in the head, but 

I survived and escaped…Later I found refuge with the others of the community in the 

mountain”] (CEH, 1999, sec.521).  

 The murder of children had an immense impact on the survivors, and most especially the 

witnesses. Reports of such survivors include feelings of injustice, destruction, and hopelessness. 

Brutality specifically towards children establishes lasting trauma, particularly for older members 

of the family, and is just one of the many elements of the ongoing climate of terror for those that 

remain behind. In Mayan culture, children are seen as a direct link to a groups’ ancestors; this is 

evident in the Achí Mayan word Mam, which refers equally to grandparents-ancestors and to 

their newborn grandchildren (ODHAG, 1999, p.33). By violating the bodies and minds of 

children, the soldiers were also violating community identity.  

 Apart from witnessing the death or harm of one’s child, perhaps the worst thing a parent 

can experience is their child being stolen from them. The forced militarization of childhood was 

the source of major trauma for both the children involved and their families. In early years of the 

conflict, Mayan children were actually forcibly recruited and trained as foot soldiers, most often 

by the Guatemalan military, but also by the guerrillas (Lykes, 1994). Almost all of the children 
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recruited by the army were boys, and all were reportedly well below the legal age of 18. This 

was extremely dangerous for children, as the child patrols were used for search missions that 

sometimes involved fighting guerilla forces. The primary method of “recruiting” involved army 

trucks sweeping through rural towns on days when the villagers were all gathered together and 

forcing boys to join them by gunpoint (Green, 1999, p. 63). Boys were forced to use deadly 

weapons and participate in or witness other patrollers perform brutal violence, which had 

devastating long-term impacts. Acts such as spying on local townspeople and carrying out 

executions of neighbors, whether performed by boys or by men, led to permanent fractures in 

family and community social relations. As Green (1999) succinctly observes, “not only has it 

undermined the sense of trust and cooperation among family members and neighbors, but the 

dividing of such loyalties has been instrumental in perpetuating fear and terror” (p. 31). 

According to the REMHI Project, it is estimated that a majority of the children forcibly recruited 

during the conflict were enlisted as a result of the murder of the child’s family (ODHAG, 1998, 

p.36).  

 Sadly, Mayan boys in rural communities as young as 14 or 15 were still being forcibly 

recruited into the army as recently as 1999, despite the fact that civil patrols (PACs) were 

formally disbanded when the Peace Accords were signed (Green, 1999; UNHCR, 2003). 

According to a report published by the US Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services, 

international authorities began investigating the resurgence of PACs in 2002 and found that men 

and boys resisting joining were subject to harassment and violence (2003). They were essentially 

forced into a situation of being stuck between two sides; they found themselves not fully 

integrated into the army, yet involved enough to be have lost the trust of their neighbors. 

According to one villager, “They leave as Indians, but they don’t come back Indian” (Green, 
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1999, p.64). As Martin-Baró examined the existential dilemmas of Salvadoran children in war, 

he found polarization, or forming a world-view that involves someone being either a friend or 

enemy and where no ambiguity or gray area is acceptable, to be a strong source of psychosocial 

trauma (Lykes, 1994). By accepting such polar realities, children find themselves unable to 

develop a sense of identity within a group, and risk losing all the associations of “community” 

they once held. 

Children Alone 

 “Está bueno, matenme pero también a mis hijos, porque no quiero que se queden 

huérfanos, porque el gobierno no va a venir a mantener a mis hijos” (“That’s fine, kill me but 

also kill my children, because I don’t want them to be left as orphans, because the government 

won’t come to care for my children”) (AIN, 1997, p.98) 

 According to Melville and Lykes, the Guatemalan Supreme Court of Justice has 

calculated that over 200,000 children lost one or both parents during the course of the conflict 

(1992). However, UNICEF provides a figure in between 100,000 to 150,000 children (CEH, 

1999, sec.522). Though the violence against the Mayan people has been detailed thus far, it is 

still important to understand what exactly were the paths to becoming an orphan. Perhaps the 

most efficient way for the army to create orphans was to simply kill the parents. Or at least, kill 

one parent and leave the other unable to care for their children and therefore forced to give them 

up. The testimony of Denese Becker, formerly Dominga Sic, provides one account of such an 

occurrence that can be replicated by many others. In her village of Río Negro near Rabinal, civil 

patrollers on orders from higher military echelons targeted all able-bodied men for execution, 

before coming after women and children, including Dominga’s family (Briggs, 2012). Dominga 

was later to be taken in by an orphanage and adopted by an American family. 
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 As civil patrollers and other military bodies rushed into rural villages spreading bullets 

and panic, families were thrown into chaos as people attempted to flee. The confusion of the 

situation lasts only moments, but the effects remain tied to the family forever. Small children left 

behind by their persecuted families is evidenced in this testimony: “There are babies hanging in 

the tree branches. It’s like what they do with them when they’re at home and they wrap them in a 

piece of cloth [a sleeping hammock-Trans.]… and the babies are alive, but you can’t take them. 

Where are you going to leave them if you don’t know where their mother is?” (ODHAG, 1998, 

p.35). Finally, there is one other common manner in which children were made orphans 

throughout the conflict, kidnapping. To use a wording that more aligns itself to the emotions of 

the children’s parents, they were disappeared.  

 As mentioned previously, forced disappearances were a common element in the army’s 

campaign of terror. According to some reports, hundreds of children were disappeared during the 

conflict at the hands of the military, while other children were simply left behind as families fled 

oncoming attacks (McConahay, M.J., 2000). For parents that lost their children, there is no 

forgetting or moving on. Families of disappeared children have to cope with the loss of a child, 

without knowing exactly if they are alive or dead. As Fernando Ulloa described, families are 

stuck in a “double bind,” where they simultaneously hope that their child or sibling is dead so 

that they are not suffering, while hoping that he or she is alive and will someday return home (as 

cited in Lykes, 1994, p.545). One woman, named Francisca Osorio, lost her brother to the army 

in 1982 after he was taken by the army at a rural roadblock. She explains her trauma as seeing 

him “through smoke, not knowing if [he is] dead or alive… to this day I sleep with the door 

open, in case he appeared and someone was chasing him, so he could enter quickly. You never 

forget” (McConahay, M.J., 2000).  
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 This perhaps touches on one of the most sensitive violations of the entire conflict. The 

disappearance of children was not a rare phenomenon limited to a small geographic area. Rather, 

it happened across various villages, and across the span of years. The REMHI project in 1998 

documented 216 children disappeared during the conflict, and later the project from the same 

group called Hasta Encontrarte (Until you are found) reported the disappearance of 444 

children, even proposing that number as a low estimate (Briggs, 2012). What is painful but 

important to note is that abductions of Mayan children were not generally the acts of random 

perpetrators, rather planned strategies imposed by the military for various reasons. The potential 

profit from international adoptions and the minimization of the risk of more “subversives” in the 

next generation are inclusive to these motivations. Also important to note is that Guatemala was 

not the first Latin American nation in conflict to incorporate the process of abducting children 

with the intent of adopting them to its military strategy. Argentina dealt with desaparecidos, as 

they’re termed in Spanish, throughout the Dirty War, and El Salvador also found itself 

prosecuting military officials as recent as 2005 for involvement in child abductions (Briggs, 

2012). The prevalence of such a terrible crime in the operations of multiple Latin American 

nations’ militaries during the same period of time implies that there was some common factor 

linking the practice. According to Briggs (2012), the U.S.’s School of the Americas educated 

members of many Latin American militaries in counterinsurgency tactics. Though there is no 

direct evidence that child disappearances were part of the instruction at that time, there are newly 

discovered implications that the United States military has incorporated such methods into its 

operations as recently as the Iraq War (Briggs, 2012). 

From Abduction to Adoption 

 While a prime motivation for the military might have been to remove children from 
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“undesirable” home environments, preferably those of leftists and guerilla sympathizers, the 

financial motivations for adopting children to foreign parents were obvious. In the United States, 

there happened to be a large demand for children, and international children were preferred 

because prospective parents could avoid all the domestic adoption regulations and restrictions 

(Marquez, 2000). Guatemala’s adoption system is one of the most unregulated in Latin America, 

only requiring an attorney to affirm the relinquishing of a child or its formal adoption (Banks, 

2004). The loosely regulated supervision of the attorneys involved in adoption agencies allowed 

fees to be set on a case-by-case basis; and when the international demand is high, as it was in the 

early 1990s and on through the 2000s, a child can end up being extremely pricey. According to 

estimates in a report sponsored by UNICEF, notaries that approved adoptions could charge a fee 

for an international adoption of anywhere between $12,000 and over $20,000, which contributed 

nearly $20 million to the Guatemalan economy annually by the turn of the millennium (Banks, 

2004). By the time Guatemala closed to international adoption on January 1
st
, 2008, fees charged 

by the notarios, or adoption attorneys, could reach levels of $35,000 (Schuster Institute for 

Investigative Journalism, 2011). In a country where a disproportionate number of people, 

especially indigenous, are suffering from poverty, this was and is still a clearly lucrative venture.  

 This corruption and monetization of children is vehemently denounced by over 80 

countries, all contracting states to the Hague Adoption Convention of 1993. The Convention 

dealt specifically with issues on international adoption, including how children should be treated, 

and what authorities are appropriate for authorizing adoptions. In Chapter 4, Article 22, the 

Convention gives permission for states to be able to label individual people or groups “Central 

Authorities,” provided they “meet the requirements of integrity, professional competence, 

experience and accountability of that State” (The Hague Conference on Private International 
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Law, 1993). Arguably, the Guatemalan standards of integrity and accountability during the 

1980s and 1990s were dismally low. The Convention also states in Chapter 3, Article 8 that 

“Central Authorities shall take… all appropriate measures to prevent improper financial or other 

gain in connection with an adoption” (HCCH, 1993). Considering the evidence previously 

provided, it is quite clear that Guatemala did not meet the requirements established by the 

Convention, and therefore members of HCCH should have at no point entered into adoption 

processes with Guatemala.  

 The United States, however, did not ratify the Convention until 2007, despite being 

hugely influential in its development; and well before the Convention, the United States had 

already formed a unique cooperation with Guatemalan adoption authorities. Between 1979 and 

1983, the period during which child disappearances were at a high, McConahay (2000) estimates 

that 438 Guatemalan children were adopted by US families (as cited in Noonan, 2007). One 

would imagine that after the peak years of conflict were over, the number of orphans being 

adopted abroad would begin to drop, beginning in the mid-1990s perhaps. Surprisingly, the 

number of Guatemalan adoptions to the U.S. only kept increasing. 

 

Figure 2 

As is evident in Figure 2, there is a sharp increase in Guatemalan adoptions in 1996, which 
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coincides with the signing of the peace accords. There is also a large spike in 2002, before 

Guatemala became a contracted state to the Hague Convention by accession. Finally, there was a 

huge increase in 2007, before Guatemala closed its doors to international adoptions and before 

the United States entered into force the mandates of the Convention. Transnational adoptions to 

the United States from Latin American countries doubled in the decade from 1973 to 1983, and 

in the specific case of Guatemala, it saw an increase of 842 percent between 1995 and 2005 

(Briggs, 2012; Noonan, 2007). It is clear that over the past several decades, the relationship 

between American parents and Guatemalan notarios has been very special. As the U.S. became 

more and more invested in Guatemala and its neighbors, a new system of transnational adoption 

was created in which the entire process was privatized, the demand was high, and the supply was 

seemingly endless. 

 The Guatemalan public as a whole has been left shocked and frightened of international 

adoption, mostly because they associate it with “robo y tráfico de niños” (“abduction and 

trafficking of children”) (Centro de Estudios de Guatemala, 1995). In fact, within Guatemala 

rumors of child abduction for the purpose of organ harvesting have spread and infected the 

minds of many mothers, which has led to fear of and even violence against American tourists. In 

the 1994 example of June Weinstock, an American human rights activist working in highland 

Guatemala, a mob of indigenous villagers savagely beat her due to allegations that she was 

stealing children and harvesting their organs (Briggs, 2012). The United States responded by 

warning tourists to Guatemala to beware of rural communities, because they believed in 

dangerous “urban legends”. Meanwhile, Guatemalan authorities were publishing official 

statements acknowledging kidnapping for organ transplants, such as one stating that they had 

found a “casa de engorde,” or “fattening house,” where an Israeli couple were about to sell 
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children for $75,000 to American families that needed transplants (Centro de Estudios de 

Guatemala, 1995). Another case providing fuel for the “urban legends” was that of Kimberly 

Xiomara Pineda in 2001. She was kidnapped from her mother and reported missing to various 

agencies, but was not found until her mother persuaded someone with higher influence than she 

to contact the General Office of Migration. They located her daughter, and found that she had 

actually been approved for adoption to a Spanish couple six weeks before she had actually gone 

missing, thanks to a corrupt employee at her daycare center who had taken the liberty of taking 

her to all the necessary appointments (Briggs, 2012). This and other examples explain some of 

the mistrust that Guatemalans harbor for gringos. From the perspective of a Guatemalan mother, 

it is an understood fact that kidnappings for adoptions do happen, and that the judicial system 

and other “authorities” cannot be trusted. 

 What happens to the orphans who are not adopted? If they have lost their parents, yet 

have not been picked up by military personnel looking to expand their families or associates of 

the notarios trying to increase their exports sales, where do they go? The answer is quite sad and 

very simple; they go nowhere. Niños de la calle, or street children, “are those for whom the 

street… more than their family has become their real home, a situation in which there is no 

protection, supervision or direction from responsible adults” (Human Rights Watch, 1997). In 

1997, the Guatemalan government claimed that there were 1,500 street children in Guatemala, 

while the non-governmental organization Casa Alianza placed their estimates at closer to 5,000 

(HRW). Problems facing street children in Guatemala are seemingly endless: an extremely high 

percentage of children are addictions to inhaling shoe glue or paint thinner, as these are easily 

accessible and provide a temporary high, petty thievery as the only means to earn money, except 

for girls, who often turn to prostitution and various physical ailments, such as head lice, 
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tuberculosis, skin parasites, and sexually transmitted diseases (HRW, 1997). Street children also 

face constant abuse from none other than the National Police, whose officers killed over 100 

street children in 1991 alone (Gómez, 2003). Statistics on the origins of street children in the 

early 1990s showed that most were from Guatemala City, and were abandoned by their families 

or ran away from home (HRW, 1997). However, orphans from rural Guatemala did make up a 

percentage of the street children demographic, suggesting that this was a terrifying but realistic 

possibility for the parentless children caught somewhere outside the adoption process. 

Trauma and the Loss of Childhood 

 To encapsulate the trauma experienced by Guatemalan children over the three-decade 

long war is a complicated task. Children are a group of people that range from toddlers to young 

adults, with each development stage having a completely different approach to processing and 

recovering from traumatic events. The unusually long duration of the conflict means that the 

various stages of the war were spread out across several generations, affecting all members of the 

family. Children of the 1960s saw the government’s first attempts to suppress leftist activists and 

incorporate disappearances into their modus operandi. They then became the parents of the 

children of the 1980s, who experienced the mass violence against the Mayan people and the 

overwhelming culture of fear. Ayalon (1998) explains that in countries dealing with prolonged 

military frays, even children protected from direct violence are indirectly exposed to the looming 

danger and bloodshed through various mediums. Those that are spared from witnessing murders 

and beatings are often not spared from other war damages, such as losing homes and schools, 

living constantly in fear, and random evacuations from threatened communities (Ayalon, 1988). 

Psychological injuries associated with war can be the most detrimental to children, because of 

their potential to magnify into other serious mental issues if they go untreated as the child enters 
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adulthood. 

 The traumatic struggles associated with the violence and destruction of war were the 

most widespread across Guatemalan children, especially in Mayan communities. In Melville and 

Lykes’s study on the sociocultural effects of terrorism on Mayan children, both in villages and 

across the border in refugee camps, they acknowledged that every single one of the children 

involved in the study “had personally witnessed or had heard first-hand reports from close 

relatives about the violence while they were between 2 and 10 years of age” (1992, p.539). Also 

concluded in the study was that the children in refugee camps have the opportunity to discuss the 

traumatic incidents as a group in the evenings, providing a context in which they can process 

their emotions, where the children still inside Guatemalan villages are urged to keep quiet lest 

orejas, or spies, hear and endanger their families (Melville & Lykes, 1992). Naturally, each child 

has its own individual account of what happened, and must then have questions as to why. Lack 

of communication and silence in response to probing questions, which children have every right 

to ask, only furthers the damages wreaked by the traumatic experiences to which the children 

were exposed.  

 Symptoms of traumatic responses in children can vary greatly across gender, age, type 

and duration of exposure, as well as when considering other factors such as family support or 

existence of any previous conditions. Young children tend to be particularly affected by being 

separated from their principal caregivers, potentially experiencing anxiety and long-term 

adjustment difficulties. Dyregrov (1991) explains that as these children age, they can experience 

massive changes in attitude and behavior, exhibiting symptoms most often associated with PTSD 

(as cited in Ayalon, 1998). As time passes and these symptoms compound, the child is left to 

grow up with a fractured sense of identity and a ubiquitous anger due to unresolved suffering. A 
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normal development process involves children expanding their curiosities and learning through 

interaction with their environment. For a Mayan child during this difficult time, their 

environment they experienced was toxic and fraught with painful losses and beyond that was 

suffocating silence. This amounts to, essentially, a loss of one’s childhood; it is a loss of any 

secure emotional foundation upon which a child can expand, leading to countless negative 

effects on future relationships and endangering the ones that currently exist.  

 As mentioned previously, Melville and Lykes (1992) found in their study of Guatemalan 

Mayan children that the children in refugee camps were able to discuss past incidents and create 

an open dialog across age groups, which was seen as very beneficial for emotional recovery. 

They concluded that, of the children in the Mexican camps, 6% had lost both parents and 8% had 

lost their fathers, whereas the Guatemalan sample included 16% that had lost both parents, and a 

staggering 78% that had lost their fathers. This implies that the children in the camps not only 

had access to open, honest communication, but also had an increased chance that it was with at 

least one of their parents. The role of a parent or close relative in the life of a child suffering 

from the cruelty of war is pivotal, as they are the person that the child is most likely to trust and 

speak with honestly. They are the buffer between reoccurring trauma and the child. To remove 

that parent is to remove the child’s most trusted ally, and without them, a child’s emotional 

growth is hampered greatly.  

 As if the psychological and social damage done to a child through violent conflict were 

not enough, the effects of familial disintegration can be an added burden on orphans. Even after 

being adopted, potentially by a family across the world, children can carry with them emotional 

issues that can affect their new family structure very negatively. Bagely (1993) provides much 

analysis on the issue of international as well as transracial adoptions, which are often the case in 
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adoptions of Mayan children by American families. According to Bagely, “An adopted child 

whose ethnicity is both different from that of his or her parents, and is also to some degree 

stigmatized by the prejudice and oppression of the wider society has a set of identity tasks which 

are both unique… and complex” (1993, p.54). By “identity tasks,” Bagely is referring to the 

process by which a child formulates a sense of his or her identity. This would seem to indicate a 

probability of a poor adjustment into a new home, especially that of a family of a different ethnic 

identity. 

 One very realistic possibility when adopting a child is reactive attachment disorder. This 

unfortunate behavioral condition involves the child being unable to completely bond with the 

adoptive parents, and occurs most frequently in children adopted from state institutions 

(Marquez, 2000). Reactive attachment disorder and its variants are the worst nightmare of an 

adoptive parent, because it can exacerbate into long-term issues of trust, security and attachment 

that can cause them great pain. Sorosky (1975) states that many adoptees develop identity 

conflicts because of feelings of isolation and alienation, due to the break in the continuity of their 

birth generational line that the adoption represents (as cited in Bagely, 1993). In Mayan culture, 

where generational links are immensely important and form an essential part of their concept of 

time and purpose, this existential concern suffered by an adopted Mayan child can be severe.  

 For a child, the process of healing from mental trauma can be more difficult than that of 

an adult. Adults can more easily verbalize their emotional ailments, allowing for better diagnosis 

and treatment. Adults also can initiate discussions and other healing activities when they decide 

that they are ready, whereas children usually must wait for someone to prompt them and give 

them positive reinforcement when talking openly. Naturally, the best source of healing is the 

family; if the family is not available in the child’s life for whatever reason, the community 
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should then provide support. The success of various community initiatives that have involved 

treatments and interventions suggest that the most capable of rendering such services are the 

Guatemalan community members themselves (Melville and Lykes, 1992). Rebuilding the sense 

of community, belonging and continuity is necessary to both heal the individual child and repair 

fractured community ties, so that future work with individuals has an even higher chance of 

success (Ayalon, 1998). Reichenberg and Friedman (1994) describe a widespread community 

rebuilding program in rural Guatemala, which involved 375 teenagers trained as peer counselors 

and healers mentoring thousands of younger children. They drew on their own painful 

experiences to help the younger ones cope with their memories through study and play (as cited 

in Ayalon, 1998). In all children, whether aided by biological parents, adoptive parents, or 

members of the community, warmth, love and open, honest lines of communication are 

necessary to build the foundations of self-esteem and reconstruct a child’s identity. 

Conclusion 

 In any violent confrontation, regardless of nation or time, women and children have 

always endured a disproportionate amount of suffering. The women and children of the Mayan 

peoples are no different. They endured physical and emotional torture, rupture of social ties, 

forced disappearances, and were directly targeted in massacres - just as men were. However, 

women and children are unique groups of victims in two ways. First, they each experience 

specialized forms of aggression designed specifically for them, such as mass rape for women and 

abductions leading to adoptions or forced militarization in the case of children. These specific 

forms of violence have been detailed in the two parts of this paper. Second, they are unique in 

the role they play within their society. In Mayan culture, women are essentially the preservers of 

the ethnic identity. In household divisions of labor, women are delegated the tasks of making 
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tortillas, a traditional food staple, and weaving the cloth used to make village-specific traje. The 

patterns in each corte, or skirt, and huipil, or blouse, are indicative of a person’s linguistic and 

regional ties. During the “scorched earth” campaign under Lucas García and Rios Montt, women 

were targeted specifically because they hold this power. They could potentially provide food and 

supplies to guerillas with more subtly than men, but this clearly was not all of the motivation 

behind directly targeting women.  

 To better illustrate this point, the attention is now shifted back in time, long before the 

massacres. Just decades after the Spanish invaded, Mayan scribes penned what is known as the 

“K’iche’ Bible:” the Popol Vuh, or the Council Book (Grandin et al., 2011). It is essentially a 

creation story, and this section revolves around the sons of Xumucané, divine midwife. The sons 

have been captured and trapped in a tree, and a maiden named Blood Moon approaches it and 

speaks with them. She becomes impregnated by their saliva, and they explain to her the meaning 

of what they have done: 

“This, my head, has nothing on it - just bone, nothing of meat. It’s just the same with the head of a great 

lord: it’s just the flesh that makes his face look good… After that, his son is like his saliva, his spittle, his 

being, whether it be the son of a lord or the son of a craftsman, an orator. The father does not disappear, but 

goes on being fulfilled. Neither dimmed nor destroyed is the face of a lord, a warrior, craftsman, orator. 

Rather, he will leave his daughters and sons. So it is that I have done likewise through you.” 

(Grandin, et.al., 2011, p.14) 

Blood Moon, then, is not only carrying their child, but the continuation of the father, and his 

father before him. She is fulfilling the father’s destiny by allowing him to continue through the 

generations. She is preserving all of the qualities and practices belonging to the past by creating 

the children of the future. The children, then, are viewed less as individuals and more as a link to 

the cycle of life; as physical representations of the ancestors.  
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 After consideration of the magnitude of the violence and the various forms which it took, 

as well as the deep-seated cultural motivations from which it stemmed, it is clear that what the 

Mayan people suffered was genocide. To confirm this, the CEH (1999) lists the requirements of 

such a classification according to the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 

of Genocide, adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948:  

“Genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or 

in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: 

a) Killing members of the group; 

b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 

c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 

physical destruction in whole or in part; 

d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; 

e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”  

Based on the evidence researched by the author and presented in this paper, each of these 

requirements for the classification of genocide had been carried out by the Guatemalan state 

against the indigenous Maya during the military’s ruthless counterinsurgency campaign. The last 

two requirements specifically refer to women and their children, which further emphasizes the 

impact the bloodshed had on these two vulnerable groups. The aims of the violence were not 

simply to quell a relatively small, armed rebellion, but to once again attempt to destroy the 

Mayan culture.  

 Looking forward to the future, there are many possibilities still open to Mayan women 

and children. Despite the hardships they have historically endured, they are still able to prosper 

and grow as a culture. Organizations such as the refugee women’s organization Mama Maquin 
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and the Group for Mutual Support, el Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo, are examples of such progress 

(Light, 1992). Groups such as Save the Children and Coordinadora Nacional de Viudas de 

Guatemala [National Coordinating Committee of Widows] (CONAVIGUA), are actively 

searching for solutions for challenges that Mayan women and children face daily, even sixteen 

years after the signing of the Peace Accords. Ultimately, what the Mayan people as a whole 

search for is peace: a peace of mind, a peace of body, and a peace of soul. As Garavito 

Fernandez phrases, “La paz no es sólo el silencio de las armas en el campo de batalla; es el 

respeto de las diferencias, la no aplicación de la violencia” [“Peace is not only the quieting of the 

weapons in the battle field, it is the respect of differences, the non-application of violence”] 

(2003, p.15). 
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