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Abstract 
The History of Guatemala, from cochineal to the fruit economy, is entrenched in deep societal 
and cultural problems caused by oppression, inequality and exploitation. Emerging into the 
twentieth century, Guatemala yearned for a spot within the global economic sphere. The 
industrialization and globalization, propelled by the coffee economy, deepened the schism within 
Guatemalan society, resulting in destructive consequences for the Maya and indigenous 
populations. This research will focus on the changes and shifts within the Maya languages as a 
result of the country’s fragile history and modernization of the early twentieth century. Despite 
the inequality of classes, Maya languages are experiencing reaffirmation and revitalization 
movements, proving that Maya languages are a dynamic part of the discourse in modern 
Guatemala. 
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Introduction 

 
Language is the foundation of communication within society, government, politics and 

economics. In Guatemala, a country roughly the size of Tennessee, there are over 23 indigenous 

languages that are recognized and spoken in the vida cotidiana, or everyday life. The languages, 

including Mam, Kaqchikel, K’iche and Ch’orti’, all stem from one ancestral, Proto-Mayan, 

language that was spoken over 4000 years ago. Today there are approximately five million 

speakers in Mexico, Belize, Honduras and Guatemala alone (England, 2003:1). This thesis will 

focus on the Mayan languages spoken Guatemala, and how the intense history has affected the 

vitality of the Mayan languages throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

I will examine how modernization, the increase in foreign influence and the new notion 

of progress, growth and the dominance of the individual private property, has affected and 

contributed to the apparent changes and shifts within the Mayan languages. In addition, I will 

argue that the history of modernization in Guatemala provides a unique context to examine the 

Maya languages and cultures as an essential part of its development and national discourse, 

rather than a historical notion. Throughout Central and South America, indigenous languages 

have been seen as an adverse obstacle in the race for modernization. However, while Guatemala 

did experience substantial language loss and change, they are still very much a contemporary and 

major part of modern Guatemala thanks to the revitalization and reaffirmation Mayan 

movements of the 20th century.   

Throughout my research I have focused on the historical context and impetus that has led 

to a change in the Mayan languages within Guatemala. Using the framework of the twentieth 

century, I trace the major economic, social and political reforms, policies and events that have 
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propelled Guatemala into the modern world while maintaining agency for indigenous languages, 

groups and cultures. I use language as a lens to trace the vacillating nature of modernization, as it 

is a critical part of society and culture. Modernization will not be discussed as an outcome, but 

an ongoing process that continues to affect the Maya languages today.  

My research has been based around the questions: Did the modernization during the 20th 

century in Guatemala help or hinder the revitalization of the traditions, culture and languages of 

the Maya population? How has modernization affected the Maya languages and their 

revitalization programs? At the beginning of my research, and as proposed in my prospectus, I 

hypothesized that modernization within Guatemala takes away from the traditions of the Maya, 

while at the same time, weakening their languages even amidst the revitalization efforts. 

However, what I have found is the opposite. In actuality, Mayan languages and modernization in 

Guatemala are not competing factors, but are able to mutually exist. In other words, the 

revitalization of Maya languages is an integral part to the multi-cultural and multi-lingual 

modern society. I do not discredit, however, that the Mayan languages were deeply scarred and 

incapacitated by the violence, genocide, displacement and land dispossessions that plague 

Guatemala history.  

Faced with a history entrenched in persecution, disparity and discrimination, Guatemala 

has still been able to maintain strong cultural and linguistic ties with Maya traditions. It is my 

goal to provide a clear idea of how the Mayan communities of Guatemala was able to establish a 

strong indigenous resistance to the modernization movements and remain a vital role in 

developing into a more modern and globalized country. The discussion of Mayan cultures and 

modernization does not create the same discourse as “old v. new” or “the other v. the known”, 
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instead it creates a paradoxical situation in which “Maya” is an fundamental part of 

modernization in Guatemala.  

I will begin by outlining the historical context of Guatemala. In Jim Handy’s Gift of the 

Devil traces the coffee economy, land seizures, fruit companies, the “Ten Years of Spring”, the 

military coup of 1954 and the brutality and repression towards the Indigenous communities that 

followed as a result. Handy argues that the exploitation and violent conflict between the elite 

powers and indigenous communities are a logical basis and origin for the current traumas in 

Guatemala’s recent history. In Chapter one, I will define “modernization” and “Maya” through 

the context of this thesis. 

In addition, I will use Handy’s work to demonstrate the transitions of highland peasants 

and indigenous groups from dependent due to their isolation and apprehension, to a Landino 

(non-indigenous) identity as urban workers. My discussion of the Mayan population’s pivotal 

role in shaping a modern society will continue in Chapter Two with a discussion of the 

production of fear that resulted from the political violence and repression during the twentieth 

century. Using Green’s Fear as a Way of Life, (1991) I will examine how fear was produced and 

became a part of the indigenous reality.   

My thesis will conclude with a discussion on the language revitalization efforts of the 

Maya communities. I will use Nora England (2003) to highlight certain programs such as the 

ALMG and PLMF. Guatemala’s distinct history, complete with one of the bloodiest genocides, 

is a direct factor for indigenous resistance that led to a backlash of NGOs, Revitalization 

programs and Peace Accords. The revitalization programs represent the indigenous response to 

the discrimination, terror and violence. 
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My inspiration for my thesis stems from was my study abroad experience during the 

summer of 2012 in Antigua, Guatemala. During my stay I was able to study at the Centro de 

investigaciones regionales de Mesoamerica (CIRMA) and have access to their historical 

archives. Through my studies, research and homestay I realized a distinct space exists where the 

cultural, historical and linguistic integration directly affected the daily lives of Guatemalans.  It is 

a space that has simultaneously allowed the construction of skyscrapers and the institution of 

Indigenous language revitalization.  

As a double major in Latin American Studies and Spanish I was immediately drawn to 

the idea of using language as a lens to show how the Maya in Guatemala have been able to 

preserve their identity in an increasingly modern country. The accumulation of language with 

history and culture has proved to be a perfect groundwork to begin my thesis as well as a 

precursor to my future as a history graduate student. 
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Maya Languages: A Geographical Perspective 
 

Guatemala is situated in Central America, directly south of Mexico, and also borders 

Belize to the East, and Honduras and El Salvador to the South. Roughly the size of Tennessee, 

Guatemala hosts Central America’s biggest city, Guatemala City. The demographic of 

Guatemala is comprised of 14,647,083 Ladinos, Europeans, and indigenous non-Mayas and 

Mayas. Of the total population over 40% of the populations speaks one of the 23 recognized 

indigenous languages, and 60% speak Spanish. This is the highest percentage of indigenous 

language speakers in Central America (www.cia.gov) 

With such a large population of Maya and Indigenous speaking over 23 different 

languages, there has been a large geographical dispersion of Indigenous groups, speakers and 

languages that often times is not congruent with the layout of the regional Guatemalan states. 

The maps below, extracted from Kay B. Warren’s article, “Self-Representation, and the State in 

Latin America” demonstrates the incongruous dispersal of language and state territory (Warren, 

2002). It is important to understand this relationship as it illuminates the unequal distribution of 

speakers, as well as the difficulties that NGOs, Government agencies and political activists face 

while keeping each of the 23 languages alive and well.  

For example, in the first “Regional Map of Guatemala” the large northern state of El 

Peten, when compared to the “Mayan Language Map”, you will notice that in that region alone 

there are four languages spoken. Another example, in “El Quiche”, situated between 

Huehuetenango and Alto Verapaz there are over six languages. This highlights the 

incongruences between land and language speakers. For every region there is not one matching 
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language. Many regions in Guatemala, including El Peten and El Quiche, are homes to more than 

one Mayan community or group.  

 

 

 

 

 

Regional Map of Guatemala States, (Warren, 2002:156) 
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Mayan language Map (Warren, 2002:155)  
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Chapter 1: Defining Present Day Guatemala: Modernization and 

the Maya 
 

The idea of “modernization” and “modern” is composed of many different facets and 

intricacies that make the idea ambiguous and subjective to the context to which is being applied. 

Throughout my research, it has become increasingly apparent that there are many different ways 

to define the term modernization. In Guatemala, “modernization” is as much socially and 

culturally based, as it is economic or political. For the purpose of my research, Chapter 1 will 

examine the economic, political and societal definitions of modernization. Then, combining the 

ideas from all three aspects, I will define how modernization will be used in this thesis. 

Continuing in Chapter 1, the Maya will also be discussed and how they have played a key role in 

the modernization of Guatemala.  

I argue that modern development runs parallel to that of the coffee economy and continued 

all the way through the Civil War and the signing of the Peace Accords in 1996. Guatemalan 

modernization can be described through the transition from rural to urban, subsistence farming to 

forced labor, belief in many gods to one god. It is the transition that came with the influx of 

foreign and international players that appropriated the economic, social and political power 

sphere. 

 Aguacatan in Huehuetanango, Guatemala, a highland community of the interior, is home to 

a group of Maya who, due to their geographical location, have historically thwarted the attempts 

at modernizing and turning away from their traditions. For Douglas Britnall (1979), the region 

provided a perfect space to record the impending change, exteriorly and interiorly motivated, that 

was happening throughout the 1970’s due to its historical ability to prevent foreign influences. 
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The external forces include government pressure and participation, economic opportunities due 

to an increase in accessibility and the creation of a tourist economy. The interior factors interpret 

the change as the Mayas vulnerability to the external factors and their willingness to change.  

Britnall further discusses the economic facet of modernization: 

“…failing to give sufficient emphasis to the role of economic exploitation and racism in 

determining the major features of traditional Indian culture and by tending to equate 

economic modernization in the region with the erosion of Indian identity. Instead of an 

oppressed people engaged in a struggle to free themselves from old forms of 

subjugation… “(Brintnall, 1979: xxi).  

The vitality of the Maya, their language and culture, has been seen as inversely related to the 

growth of economic modernization. This thesis, as well as the example of the Aguacatan, proves 

the opposite. In fact, the Maya and their struggle against their subjugation by the elite whites and 

Ladinos, is a key characteristic of Guatemalan modernization. The struggle represents the 

indigenous voices that refuse to succumb to outside influences. The struggle between the classes 

is deeply and economically carved into the foundations of a “global” Guatemala, where power 

always connects to money and the new world.  

In a more conventional way of defining “modernization”, Arnold J. Heidenheimer and 

Michael Johnson (2001) discuss the political motivation for modernization and the corruption 

that often evolves from it. According to Heidenheimer and Johnson, modernization involves, “a 

change in the basic values of society” that are centered around a set of norms that have been 

accepted by individuals and groups, and the assumption that citizens (in this case, the Maya) 

have equal rights granted by the state and in return an equal obligation to the state (Heidenheimer 

and Johnson, 2001). While I disagree that the Mayas were granted equal rights by the 
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Guatemalan state, I do believe they were still held accountable for providing support and labor as 

an obligation to the state. The political aspect of modernization has proved to be a pivotal 

paradox wherein the Maya were held accountable to the development of Guatemala, while not 

being represented through the politics.  Again, using the example of the Aguacateca, 

modernization, if determined by a change in the “basic values” of a society and the basic ways 

society is organized economically, is and has been present in even the most remote parts of the 

Guatemalan highlands.  

Due their historical isolation and inaccessibility, the societal changes seen throughout the 

indigenous groups in Guatemala are the most pertinent aspect of modernization. The violence, 

instability and repression of the Maya during the 20th century resulted in international 

recognition of the Maya communities by the NGOs, Peace Corps member and missionaries. 

These international forces have increased the accessibility into remote parts of Guatemala and 

remote Maya communities, leaving them extremely vulnerable to the external forces of the “new 

world” (Britnall, 1983).  

John T. Way describes Guatemala’s modernity as “anti-modern” or a paradoxical 

situation where “The myriad ways in which the Guatemala landscape, culture, material culture, 

society and economy reference and look like the past- is in fact fully modern, and much of what 

gives daily life its seemingly anti-modern texture unfolded as part of the modernization process 

itself”(Way, 2012:15). Modernization is in itself contradictory: The “anti-modern” or the Maya 

traditions, culture and language mark a specific part of modernization where the “new” is 

simultaneously characterized by international influences and the Maya resistance and struggle 

against those outside factors.  
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Development of modern Guatemala has been marked by times of intense violence, 

discrimination and repression of the Maya and their culture. Drawing from the definitions above, 

modernization has come to represent the separation from the Maya traditions due more 

awareness of the violence against the Maya and the accessibility of international influences to 

isolated communities. At the same time, the international factors would not exist without the 

context of the Maya’s struggle against the subjugation of the elite whites or “international 

players” themselves. It is a situation where modernization and foreign influences, cannot exist 

without the Maya, yet is the foundation for their fight for a voice, representation and space 

within the discourse of Guatemala’s development.  

Defining a present day Guatemala cannot be explained without explaining the Maya. In 

ancient times, the Maya were revered for their remarkable achievements in pre-conquest 

astronomy, art and architecture. Today, Mayas are often narrowly and derogatorily defined by 

the elite whites and Ladinos (non-Indians) as dirty, savage and stupid (Green, 1999:26).  The 

modern Maya are seen as the primary obstacle to Western economic development in Guatemala 

(Green, 1999). However, in terms of language, culture and labor the Mayas are “absolutely 

crucial to Guatemala’s development as a whole” (Green, 1999:27). 

“What characterizes an individual as Mayan and predisposes him to social racism are the 

obvious cultural markers so well described by anthropologists: dress, community 

allegiance, language, and costumbre (Mayan spiritual practices that connect the living, 

the dead, and the natural world” (Green, 1999:27).  

Maya is not a biological difference, but more a cultural distinction. The erroneous idea of a 

biological difference between the elite whites, Ladinos and the Maya is a fundamental cultural 
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characteristic of a modern Guatemala and a foundation of a social system of racism and racial 

apartheid.  
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Chapter 2: Through the Lens of Violence, Fear and Exploitation: 
1870’s-1996  

For the purpose of this paper, the historical context of the Maya language and 

modernization will be limited to the past 100 years, as that time period has seen some of the most 

significant political, economic and social changes and developments in Guatemala. In order to 

understand the shift within the Maya languages it is crucial to first understand the historical 

context, which provided the space for their change. Following the Colonial and pre-

Independence era in Guatemala, the country was increasingly stratified, with the elite whites and 

Ladinos at the top of the power ladder and the Maya and indigenous groups at the bottom.  

1873 marked a year of unprecedented change to the social, political and economic 

structure of Guatemala. Under the dictatorship of Justo Rufino Barrios, the country experienced 

“one of the most cruel despotisms the world has ever seen” (Handy, 1984:63). The atrocities 

committed and experienced during his tyrannical rule can be directly tied to the extreme growth 

of the Guatemala’s coffee economy that ran parallel to Barrios’ rule. By 1884 the quantity of 

coffee exported had nearly quadrupled from the amount in 1871. As the demand grew, so did the 

need for cheap and easily exploitable labor and land. Unable to attract a white labor force, 

Barrios and the Guatemalan elite were left with a “vast reservoir” of indigenous and Maya 

populations to exploit, punish and force into rigorous working conditions.  The coerced labor 

force was a defining characteristic of the Barrios regime, yet still did not supply enough workers 

(Handy, 1984). Debt bondage, a form of contract that would grant peasants a small loan in return 

for their labor to work off the debts they accumulated, was another common practice. The debt, 

ever-growing and nearly impossible to pay off, left the peasant laborers with a lifetime contract 

working in miserable conditions on miniscule wages.   
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With the coffee economy, came a “massive assault upon Indian land” that aimed to 

cripple and destroy the self-sufficiency of the Maya communities and to transform traditional 

communal lands to private property (Handy, 1984:68). The forceful take-over of communal land 

displaced thousands of Maya communities, denying them access to land that, in some cases, 

belonged to their families for hundreds of years.  The Maya’s strong commitment to their home 

and place made them more willing to enter into labor agreements, like debt patronage, in order to 

remain in their community and near their ancestors (McCreery, 1994:328). The large farms, or 

fincas, represented a market commodity that increased foreign involvement in economy, 

propelling Guatemala into a capitalist system in the modern world (McCreery, 1994:328).  The 

farther from tradition the Maya were coerced, the more their mistrust and apprehension of the 

government grew and the more a new and “indigestible, culturally hostile core of Indian 

communities” grew (McCreery, 1994:152).  

Emerging into the 20th century, the violent dictatorships of Manuel Estrada Cabrera and 

President Jorge Ubico accommodated Guatemala’s need for economic diversification through 

overtly favoring the United States interests. The Ubico government eliminated any competition 

for the U.S. based United Fruit Company by granting them ownership of large parcels of land. 

While the Guatemalan economy demanded diversification due to the increase in coffee 

productions in countries like Colombia and Brazil, the United States influence, with the United 

Fruit Company, displayed the beginnings of Guatemala’s hegemonic downfall (Handy, 1984). 

Guatemalan’s began exporting their political and economic power along with their coffee, sugar 

and bananas.  

The 13-year brutal dictatorship of Ubico created laws directly aimed to subdue Mayan 

communities. For example, the Vagrancy Laws required Mayan laborers to carry a list of their 
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day’s work, if caught without the list, or if the list was deemed inadequately efficient for the 

production of the finca, he would be required to pay a fine through one year of forced labor 

(Galeano, 1997). Ubico’s anti-Maya laws created an even greater schism within the rural 

communities. The displacement, marginalization and impoverishment of the Maya people, as 

well as the divisions within the Maya communities which eventually led to widespread protests 

and criticism of his government established severe distrust between the Maya communities and 

the government. Even the United States support of the Ubico government dwindled as his 

influence and power was unable to suppress the demonstrations of the Maya, students and 

political activists. Ubico left office on July 1st, 1994, leaving behind a country that was 

incompletely developed, where only a minority of the population benefited from the new 

economic vision (Handy, 1984).  

In October 1944, Guatemala held their first democratic elections, fairly and freely 

selecting Juan Jose Arevalo. The Presidencies of Arevalo and Jacobo Arbenz became known as 

the “Ten years of spring” or the Guatemalan Revolution. Arevalo oversaw extensive changes in 

education, labor and public health reforms; and additionally encouraged open elections and the 

organization of student, worker and Maya groups (Boothe, 2010:116). The Arevalo government 

was in stark contrast to that of his predecessor, Ubico. The government of Arbenz continued the 

reforms of the Arevalo government, yet included vast agrarian reforms. Both presidencies during 

the Guatemalan Revolution strengthened the democratic foundation of Guatemala. Guatemala 

was becoming a democracy, yet within the context of the Cold War, the U.S. saw Guatemala’s 

reforms as increasingly communist, and therefore, a threat to the United States interests.  

In June of 1954, a CIA sponsored coup overthrew the Arbenz government and set out to 

destabilize Guatemala’s new reforms that seemed so formidable to U.S. security and fight 
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against communism. The 10 years of peace and progress throughout Guatemala were once again 

at the mercy of international forces and within the ironclad grip of the United States. 

Guatemala’s democracy was no more.  

The tyrannical rule of the government in the 1960’s fueled the beginning of the 

insurgency movement against the military regimes lead by the guerilla rebels. The insurgency 

was met with unabashed force by the counter-insurgency movement of the Guatemalan 

government and highly funded by the United States (Handy, 1984). The bloodshed, repression 

and tyranny that resulted from the clash grew into a 36-year Civil War and genocide of the 

indigenous and Maya. Additionally, Guatemala saw five more government changes due to a 

series of military juntas that shook the stability of the political system and propelled the 

organization of student and union activists to demonstrate the widespread public discontentment.  

(Comision para el Esclarecimiento Historico, or CEH, 1996).   

Efrain Rios Montt’s presidency began in 1982 and set out with a vengeance against the 

insurgency efforts of the guerillas. Rios Montt declared, “Today we are going to begin a 

merciless struggle… to annihilate the subversives that have not understood the good intentions of 

the government” (Handy, 1984:257). Rios Montt’s goal was to eradicate all those (Indigenous, 

student activists, guerillas, etc.) that disagreed with his ideas and threatened his control. His 

campaign to “annihilate” included massacring entire villages, raping and torturing indigenous 

women and children, and burning any community, peasant union or co-operative that posed a 

threat (Handy, 1984:258).  Rios Montt left behind a country with no unity, stability or 

accountability to its citizens. The 36-years of Civil War and genocide left over 200,000 

Guatemalan’s killed, tortured or disappeared, families divided, communities destroyed and an 

overall feeling of mistrust and discord between the cultures, races and social classes (BBC 
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News). For this reason, the history of Guatemala is immensely pertinent to the shift, destruction, 

resurgence and revitalization of the Maya culture, and for the purpose of this thesis, their 

languages.  

 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 21 

Chapter 3: Vacillating Through Time: The Shift of the Maya 
Languages 

 
1 

 

The Guatemalan Civil war officially ended in 1996 with the Peace Accords in which both 

sides agreed to stop the violence. It wasn’t until after the turmoil had ended, and the dust had 

settled that the effects of the war on the Maya culture, people and language could be seen. The 

historical context of brutal repression of the Maya peoples, as well as the modernization that 

arose out of the booming agricultural economy, has greatly affected the perseverance and vitality 

1 The image displays the different branches of the Proto-Maya languages and its 
development into more than 20 different Maya Languages found in Guatemala, Belize and 
Mexico.  The chart displays the complex nature of the Mayan languages which have been 
experiencing changes and adaptations for thousands of years.  
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of the Maya languages. With the migration, uprooting and displacement of the Maya peoples 

during the Civil War, the languages have dispersed throughout Guatemala, shifting and changing 

throughout the process of Maya resettlement. Studying the effects of modernization on the Maya 

languages is much the same as studying how modernization affects the Maya society, history and 

culture as a whole. You cannot look at one without the other. 

Among many demands, the Peace Accords of 1996 demanded the acknowledgement of 

Maya languages. According to the Peace Accords, the Government of Guatemala is responsible 

to: 

1) Enact a constitutional reform that would list all the languages spoken and which the 
government must recognize, respect and promote; 2) promote the use of indigenous 
languages in education so that children can read and write in their native language; 3) 
promote the use of Mayan languages in the delivery of social services at the community 
level; 4) inform members of indigenous communities in their own languages about their 
rights, obligations, and opportunities; 5) promote training programs for bilingual judges 
and legal interpreters; 6) support the positive valuing of indigenous languages, open new 
spaces for them in the social media of communication and cultural transmission, and 
fortify organizations such as the Mayan Language Academy; and 7) promote the 
officialization of the indigenous languages, creating for this purpose the Committee for 
the Officialization of Mayan languages composed of members of the linguistic 
communities and the Mayan Language Academy (Compilation of the Peace Accords, 
1997). 

 

The Peace Accords are the official acknowledgement that that Civil War and its violence had a 

direct effect on the Maya languages. In addition, With the Maya Movement happening 

throughout the 1980’s, the Peace Accords represented an accumulation of Pro-Maya efforts to 

combat the unequal distribution of languages and the break from mono-lingual to multi-lingual 

societies. 

The infiltration of foreign involvement in rural Maya society led to many young Mayan 

children leaving their communities to pursue an education outside of their villages. In 
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communities where family members all live within a block of one another, children leaving 

reshaped the family unit of the Maya, and created an immensely significant change in itself. 

They began attending school longer where they also learned Spanish.  

 Another shift in the Maya Languages can be seen in the number of speakers before and 

after the Civil War. Although the Civil War brought about severe territorial and population 

losses for the Maya, they still often form absolute majorities in many communities where they 

live (England, 1998).  The majority of Mayas speak one of the 23 Mayan languages as a first 

language and many of the older generations of Maya are monolingual. Although displaying signs 

of increased vitality, the Maya languages have still seen a change and shift, according to 

England. For example, with a large age range within the communities, unlike the older 

generations, the younger groups of Maya no longer learn their Mayan language first, as they are 

increasingly exposed to Spanish in schools, markets and other daily activities. 

 According to England, the primary effect that modernization has on the Maya population 

is increased bilingualism, stating: 

“…the number of people who are fluent in both a Mayan language and Spanish has 
grown enormously in the last 25 years, surely as a result of the increasing 
interconnectedness that is one of the consequences of what is known as ‘globalization.’ In 
many cases, bilingualism seems to be the first step towards languages loss” (England, 
2003:733).  

Modernization and globalization that arose during the development of the coffee and fruit 

economy directly affected the Maya languages. In fact, it is the Maya’s resolution that has 

created a spot for them and their languages within a modern Guatemala. Diane Nelson states, 

“The perseverance of the Maya culture as dedicated to their traditions has proved to withstand 

the social, political and economic domination of the non-Mayas. Therefore under this context, 

and existing during the period of ‘modernization” the Maya, including their traditions are a part 
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of modernization, rather than mutually exclusive.  It is their lack of modernity that allows them 

to exist within the same space” (Nelson, 1999:263). During the 1980’s Mayas, through their 

dedication to their traditions and way of life, forced a national discourse that was inclusive of the 

indigenous communities. 

 There is an underlying assumption that the Maya languages, and by extension the Mayas 

themselves, aren’t “modern”. However, in the book, The Mayan in the Mall (2012) by J.T. Way 

strongly refutes this. Way argues that Guatemala’s “anti-modern” appearance is actually a result 

of modernization. Diane Nelson also shares this argument in her book, The Finger in the Wound 

(1999). Mayas are perceived to be “locked in traditions” and “outside history” in the sense that 

they are excluded from the national discourse (Nelson, 1999:264). Nelson argues that the Mayas 

strong tie to traditions, even today, represents a “wholeness” that has been neglected by the 

national culture (Nelson, 1999:264). Maya languages, cultures and traditions, while affected 

greatly by Guatemala’s violent history and modernization efforts, still represent an integral part 

of Guatemalan society.   

 In the beginning of the chapter, the Peace Accords were discussed. The provisions listed 

to help reestablish strong Maya communities paved the way for Maya culture and language 

revitalization. However while they were revolutionary, they were also thwarted three years later 

after the referendum on the Indigenous Rights Accords was created. The Peace Accords did not 

accomplish all of their goals. 

Modernization does not deem the growth and revitalization of the Maya languages as 

impossible. There have been substantial efforts to revitalize their cultures, languages and 

traditions since the 1980s. Chapter 4 discusses the revival of the Maya cultures and how Maya 

efforts contribute to modern Guatemala.  
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Chapter 4: Responding to the Change: Mayan Reaffirmation and 
Revitalization Movements  

 

The Spanish invasion broke the process of our own evolution… Because of the huge differences between 
one world and another, this experience was highly traumatic for the Pueblo Maya… We are not only 
oppressed, but mutilated and atomized…the long centuries of oppression have placed the Pueblo Maya in 
a clear position of subaltern disadvantage.  

 

Document from the Guatemalan Mayan Language Academy 

 

 The Guatemala state has tried repeatedly to assimilate the Maya populations through 

different forms of “ladinoization”, or the giving up the markings of their indigenous identities 

(Nelson, 1999). The process of Maya resistance, although common, is not always the result. 

Many Mayas have reverted to ladinoization, abandoning their traditional and cultural roles, traje, 

and languages. Indigenous resistance, therefore, is not always the Maya response to the “hostile 

markings” of the civil war and genocide, but rather a response to the ladinoization of the Maya 

communities. The identity crisis of the Maya is propelled by the increased modernization, or 

ladinoization. In the midst of the Civil war, unprecedented violence shocked the Maya 

population in Guatemala. The Maya Movement marks the beginning of indigenous resistance 

movements in order to preserve the cultural and linguistic identity.  This chapter examines the 

responses to ladinoization, specifically the programs put in place during and after the Maya 

Movement in the 1970’s.     

 The Maya culture is deeply scared by the “hostile markings” and stereotypes of the 

“Indian” as lazy, stupid, savage, backward, illiterate, uncivilized, etc. (Nelson, 1999:128). It is 

the goal of Maya Rights activists and revitalization programs to reverse the white elite-
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determined identity of the Maya by breaking the stereotypes and promoting their culture rather 

than repressing it. 

Since the end of the civil war and the signing of the Agreement on Identity and Rights of 

Indigenous in 1995 and the Peace Accords in 1996, there has been an influx of linguistic 

programs and projects. This chapter discusses the three of the most notable: the ALMG 

(Academia de Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala [Guatemalan Academy of Mayan Languages]), 

PLFM (Proyecto Lingüístico Francisco Marroquín [Linguistic Project of Francisco Marroquín]), 

and OKMA (Asociación Oxlajuuj Keej Maya`Ajtz'iib').   

Due to its widespread recognition, the ALMG is arguably the most notable revitalization 

program. It was created in 1990 to monitor the use of the Mayan languages in Guatemala schools 

and workplaces (www.almg.org.gt). Their mission is to affirm the Maya identity through 

strengthening the Maya culture (Nelson, 1999:265).  

PLFM was founded in 1969 as a civil organization that aimed to teach second languages 

in schools as well as Maya linguistic formations (www.plfm.org). Their mission statement reads: 

“Velar por la recuperación y el uso de los idiomas mayas de Guatemala a través de la formación 

de recurso humano especializado en la investigación sociolingüística y cultural y la creación de 

materiales educativos relacionados con la cultura e idiomas mayas” (www.plfm.org) [To ensure 

the recovery and use of Mayan languages of Guatemala through the formation of specialized 

human resources in sociolinguistics and cultural research and the creation of educational 

materials related to culture and Mayan languages]. 

OKMA conducts linguistic research on the Maya languages and analyzes their structure 

in order to strengthen how they are written, spoken and taught.  OKMA understands that the 
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Maya languages are tainted by years of oppression, regression and deterioration; they only seek 

to strengthen them by their analytical work. All of these programs have one thing in common: 

they believe the revitalization of the Maya languages is essential and imperative in order to keep 

the Maya languages a current part of Guatemala’s discourse, rather than a topic of the past. 

 According to Nora England, there are eight essential actions taken by Mayas in order to 

address the problem of language change and shift: 

1. The establishment of the Academia de Lenguas Maya de Guatemala as a state 
institution run by Mayas; 

2. The establishment of linguistic communities for each of the 21 Guatemalan 
Mayan languages; 

3. The founding of NGOs (like PLFM) that are dedicated to researching Maya 
language linguistics; 

4. The foundation of community language promotion groups; 
5. Increasing the number of Mayas who participate in the Ministry of Education’s 

bilingual education programs; 
6. Establishment of private schools with appropriate education geared towards Maya 

children; 
7. The organization of nongovernmental associations to support the “Maya schools”; 

and 
8. The creation of Maya presses that promote Maya publication in and about Maya 

languages (England, 735). 
 

The dedication and commitment to Maya language revitalization and reaffirmation 

mirrors the importance that language plays in the Mayan communities and cultures. While the 

programs discussed above have undergone changes and shifts within themselves, they have 

steadily grown in size and influence. The very fact that Mayas are concerning themselves with 

language ideologies suggests that they are not taking a passive role with regards to language shift 

(England, 2003).  

Through increased accessibility to urban centers, and less isolation of Maya communities, 

Modernization has played a key role in terms of increased bilingualism in the Maya 
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communities. It is not a coincidence that as modernization and globalization efforts are 

increasingly developed, so does the rate at which language retention among the Maya is 

threatened (England, 2003). Language loss is not exclusively a new phenomenon, however it has 

been most prominent in the last three decades. Oppositely, modernization can also be a 

contributing factor to the increased connections and communications between Maya 

communities and their revitalization efforts.  
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The Next Step for Revitalization: Strengthening the longevity of the 
Maya Languages, a Conclusion 

 

As Mayan language and culture revitalization efforts post-civil war are becoming more 

prominent in the national discourse of Guatemala, Guatemala needs to have an equal response. I 

believe a crucial step in seeing lasting growth and fortitude for the 23 Mayan languages is to 

begin a bilingual education program.  

While bilingual education would directly target the population who has most experienced 

a change or loss of language (youth), it is filled with a complex set of problems that come along 

with the revival of the Maya languages. The complexities include: the over-simplification of 

curriculum in bilingual schools, the undeniable unequal distribution of speakers, the cultural 

divides among communities and the lack of linguistic knowledge of the Maya languages 

themselves.  For example, many Mayan words and ideas that cannot be translated into Spanish, 

or, for that matter, English. The result is the creation of neologisms and the incorporation of new 

words in Maya languages. For example, Kaqchikel speakers have invented a native word for 

computers “kemtzij” which is a combination of the words “weaving” and “words”. They did not 

borrow from Spanish. 

Bilingual education is a way in which the government can continue on its modern 

development path while still making the Maya languages accessible. To make bilingual 

education a helpful apparatus to revitalizing the Maya languages, they need to not focus on the 

history, but rather treat them as significant factors that are present in everyday life in Guatemala. 

Maya languages are a living and vital part of a modern Guatemala. The importance that is placed 

on the historical value of the Maya languages should not be disregarded or treated as the sole 
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focus in the bilingual curriculum. Instead, the bilingual programs placed in schools should reflect 

the efforts of the Government and NGOs efforts of revitalization. The programs and 

organizations I have mentioned throughout this thesis have taken on the formidable task of 

revitalizing languages in a country where the ideals and policies reflect a collision of modern and 

the Maya. Their efforts are a start, but they are, by no means, finished.  

This thesis has aimed to contradict the idea that modernization in Guatemala can actively 

exist while neglecting the Maya people, culture and specifically, languages. In actuality, the 

Maya have managed to exist in the most harrowing of circumstances. In addition, the goal of this 

thesis was to explain the shift of Maya languages due to modernization by illuminating the 

importance of Guatemala’s historical background. Since the beginning of the coffee economy in 

the late 1800’s, Guatemala has seen great measures towards a more modern country. The 

revamping and diversification of the export economy as well as labor and land policies, as well 

as the tremendous violence that ensued during the Civil War and the genocide of the Indigenous 

population, have directly affected the Maya people, culture and languages. Understand the 

history of Maya displacement, indentured servitude, and repression throughout the 19th and 20th 

centuries, makes it possible to understand just how critical- and progressive – the Maya language 

revitalization efforts truly are.  

The process of modernization is not linear, but uneven. It began in the early nineteenth 

century with the rise of the coffee economy and is still present today. Coffee brought increased 

urbanization to rural areas, changing the basic organization of Maya society. Coffee companies 

took communal lands and fincas, privatized them, and exploited the Maya workforce. The rise in 

urbanization allowed violence to penetrate even the most remote villages, resulting in language 

loss.  
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Language is a crucial part of culture: it is the basis of communication and expression. As 

Maya Movement, language revitalization, and bilingual education programs continue to be 

developed throughout Guatemala, it is important to have an understanding of the history of the 

influences and factors that shaped and shifted the Maya languages.  
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