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ABSTRACT 

 

Guatemala’s Cerveceria Centroamerciana is one of the country’s most prestigious, recognizable, 

and successful national industries.  Founded in 1885 by brothers Mariano and Rafael Castillo 

Cordoba, over the course of the twentieth century they effectively marketed their widely popular 

Gallo beer to the masses.  They facilitated a shift in popular tastes, promoting beer consumption 

as a healthful and sophisticated alternative to other crudely concocted alcoholic beverages.  

Through sophisticated marketing they endeavored to create an illusion of national cohesion in a 

country with deep class, race, and ethnic divisions.  In order to all the more entrench their 

position in the country’s oligarchy and to ensure the longevity of their business, the Castillo’s 

functioned as a mediator in the relationship between the state and society.  While the 

consumption of Gallo beer offered an illusion of modernity, it all the more reinforced cultural 

assumptions and ascriptions of indigenous identity.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 
It would all have been impossible without the enthusiasm of the people.  From the assistant to the 

manager of sales, all are essential for the product to be accessible to the people as direct consumers. 

 

Todo seria imposible sino existera el entusiasmo de la gente. Desde el ayudante mas simpre hasta el 

generente de ventas, todos son muy importantes para lograr que el product llegue al lugar donde las 

personas pueden adquirirlo como consumidores directos. 

-El Lic. Juan Francicso Castillo, Gerente Generalde la distribucion de Central Distribuidora
1
 

 
From a country of the few to a homeland for all. 

 

De una patria de pocos hacia una patria de todos.   

-Severo Martinez Pelaez 

 

 

 In December of 1985, the Cervecería Centroamericana launched its Arbol Gallo 

campaign in celebration of the upcoming Fiestas Dicembrinas.  From Dia del Diablo to New 

Year’s Day, the month of December was full of dias feriadas, or holidays, and the Cervecería 

seized the opportunity to commemorate its upcoming one-hundred year anniversary through a 

new marketing scheme that would bolster beer sales throughout the month of December.
2
  The 

Arbol Gallo was a metal Christmas tree adorned with lights and festooned with oversized 

ornaments that prominently featured the Cervecería’s most iconic image: el Gallo.  The country’s 

first Arbol Gallo was erected at the center of Guatemala City’s Plaza Obelisco with thousands 

upon thousands converging each year to watch its lighting, to celebrate the beginning of another 

holiday season, and the promise of a new year ahead.
3
  Year after year, El Festival Arbol Gallo 

brought the city, and later the country, together despite policies and politics that did just the 

                                                 
1
 CIRMA. “Distribucion y Comercializion: 1986 Sera Nueestra Mejor Ano,” In 100 Anos: Creyendo, Confiando, e 

Invirtiendo en Guatemala, El Grafico, Abril 30 1986. 
2
 Beer sales are at their highest in April and December, coinciding with the most popular and widely celebrated 

holidays of Semana Santa and Christmas.  CIRMA. “Estadistica: En Aumento de Produccion de Cerveza,” El 

Imparcial, 24 Mar 1956.; CIRMA. “100 Anos: Creyendo, Confiando, e Invirtiendo en Guatemala,” El Grafico, Abril 

30 1986. 
3
 Mildred Bolanos Kemplin, 125 Anos: Creemos, confiamos e invirtimos en Guatemala, (Guatemala, Bourda 

Editorial, 2011).   
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opposite.  By November of 2015, thirty-four Gallo-sponsored Christmas trees were strategically 

placed across the country in cities, municipalities, and towns that the Cervecería recognized for 

their loyalty and preference; a means to promote and incentivize Gallo consumption.
4
   

 A thirty-second television commercial that advertised the first Arbol de Gallo celebration 

illustrated the public discourse around Gallo and Cervecería Centroamericana’s prominence in 

Guatemalan nation-building processes.
5
  The spot opened with a scene of a nail being driven by a 

hammer and then broadly panned to show smartly dressed Guatemalan’s hard at work 

constructing what would come to be regarded as the national Christmas tree and preparing for 

the big night when the tree would be lit for the duration of the Fiestas Dicembrinas.  The scene 

then shifted to close-up shots of young and fair-skinned couples descending upon the city center 

to watch the tree lighting.  The commercial clearly conveyed images of a modern city hard at 

work.  There was also no mistaking Gallo’s role in driving this work and as part of a broader and 

intensely nationalist marketing campaign and the images aligned perfectly with the Cervecería’s 

tagline: creemos, confiamos e invirtimos en Guatemala.
6
  In the public discourse, these images 

promoted inclusion, togetherness, and national-belonging.  Despite its mass popularity, more 

significant than who was represented in the Gallo commercial, was who was not.  The 

commercial conveyed elite notions of a carefully constructed modern Guatemalan nation that 

overshadowed deep and racially charged divisions that kept a majority from participating in it.    

                                                 
4
 “Festival Arbol Gallo Enciende la Navidad,” Prensa Libre, 14 Nov 2015, 

http://www.prensalibre.com/guatemala/comunitario/festival-arbol-gallo-enciende-la-navidad.  Mixco, Amatitlán, 

Teculután, Tactic, Cobán, Chiquimula, Petén, Puerto Barrios, Salamá, Zacapa, Sololá, Quetzaltenango, San Marcos, 

Quiché, Huehuetenango, Mazatenango, Coatepeque, Malacatán, Jutiapa, Jalapa, Sanarate, Barberena, Santa Lucía 

Cotzumalguapa, Escuintla, Nueva Santa Rosa, Chimaltenango, Tiquisate, Guastatoya, Chiquimulilla and Retalhuleu. 

among others.   
5
 “Primer Arbol Gallo en Guatemala”, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hJRnzGMqpx8.   

6
 Kemplin, 125 Anos: Creemos, confiamos e invirtimos en Guatemala, (Guatemala, Bourda Editorial, 2011).  

http://www.prensalibre.com/guatemala/comunitario/festival-arbol-gallo-enciende-la-navidad
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hJRnzGMqpx8
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 From the billboards that line the highways to the corner store, the Gallo name and image 

is often more visible than Guatemala’s national flag.  The Cervecería Centroamericana was 

founded in 1886 by the Guatemalan-born brothers Mariano and Rafael Castillo Cordova.
7
  Its 

most popular beer, Gallo, originally marketed as Lager-Bier, was released just ten years later in 

1896.  Concurrent to liberal development and modernization projects, throughout the twentieth 

century the demand for Gallo grew at an extraordinary pace.  As a result, the Cervecería amassed 

extraordinary economic power which in turn afforded the Castillo family substantial political and 

cultural influence.  Given the context, the first Festival de Arbol Gallo demonstrated the ways in 

which the Castillos were able to seize upon and exploit the gaps left by a state that lacked 

legitimacy and clung to its authority through the use of excessive force.  Throughout the century 

and as the limits of state authority became all the more prescient, the Castillos utilized their 

power and influence to maneuver and manipulate the public discourse to view Gallo with an 

intense nationalism that was otherwise lacking. This was the strategy that informed all of the 

Cervecería’s emblematic marketing schemes throughout the period.  They not only manufactured 

a narrative of themselves as non-state actors, but also an illusion of an inclusive nation-building 

process with each bottle of beer produced and consumed.   

 At the close of 1985 there was little to celebrate across the country.  The Arbol de Gallo 

stood as a stark contrast to the tense political climate.  By the mid-1980s, despite a slight 

moderation in the counterinsurgency war that was launched under Romeo Lucas Garcia (1978-

1982) and intensified under General Efrian Rios Montt (1982-1983) rural terror persisted and 

urban violence lingered.  Under the leadership of President Oscar Humberto Mejia Victoria 

                                                 
7
 J. Jones Bascom, El "Libro azul" de Guatemala, 1915.  
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(1983-1986), the year was marked by still more disappearances, kidnappings, and extra-judicial 

killings in the capital city.  With the close of the year came hope for the new administration of 

Vinicio Cerezo (1986-1991) to be sworn into the presidency in January of 1986.  Even so, the 

signing of the Peace Accords that would mark the political end of the thirty-six year civil war 

was still a decade away.           

 Racially charged politics and practices of national exclusion climaxed during this period. 

Following the Peace Accords in 1996, two separate truth commissions underscored the limits of 

state authority and the failure of twentieth century nation-building projects.
8
  Guatemala: Nunca 

Mas based its findings on more than 6,500 testimonials and documented more than 55,000 

human rights violations and 25,000 deaths.  The project was run by the Human Rights Office of 

the Guatemalan Catholic Archdiocese and offered an alternative to the truth commissions as 

emphasized by the inclusion of vast amounts of testimonial accounts.    Using the infrastructure 

of the Catholic Church, REHMI worked often covertly and clandestinely at the community level 

to amass vast testimonies that revealed intensely personal experiences with overtly political 

violence.  It aimed to publicize the extent of the violence over the course of the thirty-six year 

civil war in an effort to facilitate future reconciliation through an acknowledgement of the past.  

Signaling that the country was not yet ready to come to terms with the magnitude of the violence 

of the past decades, on April 26, 1998 just two days following the public presentation of the 

report’s findings Bishop Juan Gerardi Conedera was murdered.   

                                                 
8
 Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico, Guatemala, Memory of Silence: Tz'inil na'tab'al; report of the 

commission for historical clarification, conclusions and recommendations, (2nd. ed. Guatemala, Guatemala: CEH, 

1998); Proyecto Interdiocesano Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica (Guatemala). 1998. Guatemala, nunca más: 

Informe, (1.th ed. Guatemala, Guatemala: ODHAG).   
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 In its public presentation, Nunca Mas publicized and politicized an otherwise silenced 

history.  It was just the beginning in a series of public accountings of the violence and repression 

that tore through the country.  Only months following the assassination of Bishop Gerardi, the 

Commission for Historical Clarification, or the CEH, gave its final report on February 23, 1999 

entitled Guatemala: Memory of Silence.  Over the span of nearly two years the CEH gathered 

some eight-thousand testimonial accounts.  Through a combination of testimonies, archival 

records, and forensic evidence, Memory of Silence offered three poignant and provocative 

findings.  First, it estimated that two hundred thousand people will killed or disappeared over the 

course of the conflict and documented 669 massacres.
9
  Second, the CEH concluded that the 

state was responsible for 92 percent of these crimes with the military responsive for 626 

massacres.
10

  Third, it concluded that genocide occurred in Guatemala with eighty-three percent 

of those identified as victims also identified as Maya.  While its findings were so provocative 

that at the conclusion of the presentation of its final report at the National Theater, President 

Alvaro Arzu refused to accept it, Memory of Silence was all the more notable for its 

methodology.  The CEH utilized an historical analysis in an effort to move beyond a quantitative 

accounting of the violence and instead identified the causes of the Guatemalan Civil War: 

structural inequality based in economic exploitation and political exclusion each fueled by elite 

notions of nation-building and intense racism.
11

 

                                                 
9
 “Acts of Genocide: Commission for Historical Clarification,” In A Guatemala Reader: History, Culture, Politics, 

edited by Greg Grandin, Deborah Levenson-Estrada, and Elizabeth Oglesby, 94-100, (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2011), 386. 
10

 Greg Grandin, “Chronicles of a Guatemalan Genocide Foretold: Trauma and the Limits of Historical Inquiry,” 

Nepantla: Views from South 1 (2)(2000): 391-412. 
11

 Elizabeth Oglesby, “Educating Citizens in Postwar Guatemala: Historical Memory, Genocide, and the Culture of 

Peace,” Radical History Review 97 (2007), 82.  
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 Using the same methodology, with the Cervecería Centroamericana at the center of this 

study what follows is a closer look at the historical processes that framed how certain industrial 

and economic elites approached twentieth-century nation-building projects in Guatemala.  By the 

late 1990s and as the truth commissions demonstrated, nation-building failed.  Or, more 

precisely, rather than articulating national cohesion, the state continued to perpetuate a social 

order that included the few well connected elites, and excluded the many.  Despite Gallo’s 

overwhelming presence in popular culture, I draw upon elite discourses in order to demonstrate 

the ways in which a private family with a stated antipathy towards national politics amassed 

extraordinary economic, political, and cultural power.   

I argue that the Castillos functioned as mediators in the fraught relationship between the state 

and society. While propagating a narrative of themselves as non-state actors they undermined the 

already contested authority and legitimacy of the state.  They seized upon this weakness to then 

manufacture and manage a public discourse that simultaneously touted modernity, nationalism, 

and inclusiveness, while also re-producing racialized assumptions and ascriptions.  In exploiting 

their influence and power, the Castillos not only consolidated their monopoly on all things beer, 

but also further entrenched certain stereotypes.  This preyed upon elite anxieties of social 

deterioration and racial degeneration and all the more affirmed policies, practices, and 

prescriptions for social control.  Even upon its inception, Gallo beer was marketed as the modern 

beverage for the modern Guatemalan man.  This was in contrast to aguardiente, the beverage 

most commonly associated with el indio borracho.  Clear and race-based distinctions between 

beer and aguardiente were firmly articulated.  Despite a public discourse that either said 

otherwise or nothing at all, beer was still an addictive consumer product that through its ever-
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mounting consumption only reproduced these stereotypes and reaffirmed longstanding social 

structures that maintained the Castillos position in the oligarchy and continued to exclude lo 

indio from the nation.    

Because of their business, through cultural imperialism the Castillos came to wield 

unprecedented cultural hegemony.  They utilized their power and influence to articulate a 

cohesive national identity that seemingly cut across deeply ingrained and racially charged 

divisions that prevented the state from constructing the nation in the first place.
12

  In doing so, 

they were able to successfully exploit the limits of state authority and affirm their own place as 

elites in the social and political order.  This was the result of hegemonic processes that rather 

than reveal the uncontested authority and domination of the state through coercion and consent, 

instead demonstrated its limits, cleavages, and failures while also reproducing it.
13

  Using 

hegemonic processes as a framework, the Castillo’s position as a mediator in the complex and 

contested relationship between the state and civil society can be better explored.
14

  Rather than 

pitting the two in opposition to each other, the Castillos created and articulated a public discourse 

that in this analysis allows both the state and society to be better understood in relation to each 

other.  That is to say, despite firmly entrenched politics and policies of difference and division, 

                                                 
12

 Benedict Andersen, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, (Rev. ed. New 

York;London;: Verso, 2003).   
13

 In conversation with Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, William Roseberry points out that Gramsci was initially 

looking to understand the failures of the Italian state and its nation-building projects despite the use of force and 

consent .  William Roseberry, “The Language of Contention,” In Every Day Forms of State Formation: Revolution 

and the Negotiation of Rle in Modern Mexico, edited by Gilbert M. Joseph and Daniel Nugent, 355-366, (Durham 

and London: Duke University Press, 1994).; James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday forms of Peasant 

Resistance, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008).; William Roseberry, “Social Fields and Cultural 

Encounters” In Close Encounters of Empire: Writing the Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations, edited 

by Gill Joseph, Catherine LeGrand, and Ricardo Donato Salvatore, 515-523, (Durham [N.C.];London;: Duke 

University Press, 1998). 
14

 Antonio Gramsci, “State and Civil Society” in The Anthropology of the State :A Reader, edited by, Akhil Gupta 

and Adrahana Sharma, 71-85, (Malden, MA;Oxford;: Blackwell Pub, 2006).   
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the Castillos marketed Gallo as a way to bridge these divides.  Even so, in drinking Gallo beer, 

the majority of the country may have been doing the same thing, yet difference, especially racial 

difference, was all the more re-enforced.  Despite a public discourse that said otherwise, the 

Castillos not only exploited the limits of state authority, but also acted alongside it and were 

therefore complicit in the production of a hegemonic process that William Roseberry argues 

constructs “a common material and meaningful framework for living through, talking about, and 

acting upon the established social order characterized by domination”.
15

  The Castillos produced 

discourses, images, symbols, and icons that reaffirmed the structures and processes of 

domination, ultimately contributing to false notions of nationalism and the failure of twentieth-

century nation building in Guatemala.
16

   

 By looking exclusively at elite notions, perceptions, and discourses around nation-

building and prescriptions for social control, I make new contributions to Guatemala’s relatively 

young historiography.  What began as a project to say something new about Guatemala’s 

twentieth century without engaging in a pornography of violence or essentializing the period to 

either moments of democratic hope or dictatorial catastrophe, quickly became a project that 

pulled from all of these threads in order to offer new conclusions about the country’s complex 

nation-building processes.
17

  What follows is a top-down analysis of the production and re-

production of power structures with the Cervecería Centroamericana often brokering the 

                                                 
15

 Roseberry, “The Language of Contention”, 361.   
16

 Roseberry argues, “the ways in which words, images, symbols, forms, organizations, institutions, and movements 

used by subordinate populations to talk about, undertsnad, confront, accompdate themselves to, or resist their 

domination are shaped by the process of domination itself.;  Ibid, 361.   
17

 The term pornography of violence is used by Virginia Garrard-Burnett in her work on Efrian Rios Montt in order 

to examine the historical record without essentializing or overstating the violence that characterized the period.  

Virginia Garrard-Burnett, Terror in the Land of the Holy Spirit: Guatemala Under General Efraín Ríos Montt, 

1982-1983, (Oxford;New York;: Oxford University Press, 2010).   



19 

relationship between a state that blamed civil society for its underdevelopment, and a civil 

society that increasingly viewed the state with skepticism and disdain.  While I do make claims 

on the Cervecería’s prominence in popular culture and influence over popular opinion, I do so by 

prioritizing the ways in which the country’s elite fostered this both in discourse and in practice.  

Elite discourse held that consumption of beer was beneficial to the nation, while alcoholism 

fueled by aguardiente, was perceived as fostering social deterioration and underdevelopment.  

When the Castillos introduced Gallo beer, their reliance on foreign influence, scientific 

techniques, and new technology offered a point of separation from the coarse traditions and 

crude concoctions of lo indio.
18

  Their domestic production for domestic consumption offered an 

illusion of national cohesion and launched an intensely nationalist discourse that brought popular 

culture and elite perceptions together.  The lack of popular discourse demonstrates a limit of this 

study but also raises new questions around a rich history of struggle, conflict, and resistance to 

these hegemonic processes.
19

 

 An analysis of newspapers and editorials illustrates how the Castillos managed the public 

discourse in such a way that mediated the relationship between the state and society.  They 

simultaneously exploited the limits of state authority while also re-producing an exclusive social 

order.   The Castillos did not offer alternatives to state rule, but rather thrived and even depended 

on what the national press described to be weak, inept, and incompetent leadership.  These 

descriptions were often launched as a startling point of contrast with the Cervecería 

Centroamericana.  While not stating it overtly, they also echoed the deteriorating political 

                                                 
18

 William H. Beezley and Linda A. Curcio-Nagy, Latin American Popular Culture: An Introduction, (Lanham, Md: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2000),  xi-xx. 
19

 Richard N. Adams, “The Evolution of Racism in Guatemala: Hegemony, Science, and Antihegemony”, Histories 

of Anthropology,  Annual (1(1):2005), 132-80. 
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climate of the period.  Even so, throughout the twentieth century, the Castillos utilized their 

position of power and prestige to create what William Beezley and Linda Curcio-Nagy call 

cultural practices with limited access.
20

  In the case of the Castillos, their beer was widely 

accessible, and was marketed as such, but the promise of inclusion and national belonging 

remained inaccessible to the masses.  With a focus on popular culture, the authors also examine 

both the state and civil society in relation to each other in order to illustrate the processes through 

which national identity is produced.  Just as was the case with the Castillos introduction of a 

foreign beverage and European technologies and techniques, Beezley and Curcio-Nagy argue 

that consumption not only best shows how elites struggled to define themselves as both 

cosmopolitan and patriotic, but also their relationship with popular culture in this task.
21

 

 Rather than look at popular expressions of national identity to understand the strong 

affinity between Gallo and popular culture, I instead focus on elite discourses.  By showing that 

popular culture is always mediated within hegemonic processes, these discourses offer new 

contributions to the understanding of nation-building processes and state rule in Guatemala.  In 

securing the initial concessions to launch their brewery and in later marketing their beer, the 

Castillos drew upon both cosmopolitanism and patriotism to make their case to both the state and 

civil society.  In so doing, they simultaneously produced a new public discourse around beer and 

modernity while also re-producing longstanding discourses around alcohol and social control.  

They maneuvered and manipulated these discourses to avoid association with the popular culture 

that their business depended upon.  
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Situating this study within a broader historiographical context requires a look at various trends 

and approaches.  While I offer a top-down analysis of elite influences over public discourse and 

popular behaviors, I do so by drawing upon these trends and approaches in an effort to make new 

conclusions related to Guatemala’s experience in the twentieth century and beyond.  In what 

follows are the intersecting histories of a business, the Cerveceria Centroamericana, a family, the 

Castillos, and a commodity, beer.  Grounded in the unique context of Guatemala’s experience in 

the twentieth century, a review of the historiography demonstrates that many of the themes 

presented here transcend the Guatemalan context.  For example, the family history of the 

emergence and entrenchment of the Castillo dynasty is best contextualized, as Marta Elena 

Casaus Arzu does, within a broader history of immigration and ancestry.
22

  As Mariano and 

Rafael proudly touted themselves as the sons of Guatemala and pointed to Bernal Diaz del 

Castillo as one of their ancestors, the ascension of their beer to the heights of popularity was the 

result of a uniquely foreign influence.  Specifically, the onslaught of German immigrants into 

Guatemala, and other parts of Latin America, and their influence on not only beer, but also 

banking and agriculture adds an important dimension to this project.  While in this work the 

former is discussed at length, in a future study the local and regional histories of German 

immigration would add greatly to the commodity history presented in the following chapters.  

With an emphasis on distinguishing and establishing new consumption patterns, this study also 

adds to a broader commodity history across the region.  Sidney Mintz’s classic work Sweetness 

and Power makes significant contributions to Latin American political economy in his study of 
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sugar.
23

  Of particular interest for Mintz are the historical processes that transformed 

consumption patterns of sugar from an elite luxury to a mass commodity.  He too is focused on 

the relationships that informed this transition.  From the producer to the consumer, the plantation 

to the dinner table, and from periphery to the core; he shows the linkages between economic 

incentive and social behavior imbue certain commodities with both use and meaning.   

 The Castillos succeeded in turning beer into a mass consumer product because of their 

influence over and manipulation of the public discourse in the span of just a century.  Drawing 

from Mintz’s work, I argue that they were able to frame its consumption through a discourse that 

emphasized both economic incentive and social behavior.  Mintz frames this through the idea of 

tastes, that not only underscores the consumptive quality of a product, be it sugar or beer, but 

also the attitutes and traditions that come to be to dearly associated with it.  For Mintz, the 

commodity history of sugar transitioned from an elite luxury to a good associated with working 

class tastes.  Just like the icing on a birthday cake, the same can be said of beer in Guatemala, as 

a commodity that came to be as associated with national ideneity as it was with birthdays, 

celebrations, and holidays.  From tamales and tequila to broccoli and beer, other scholars have 

drawn from Mintz’s seminal work to explore the relationships and intersections between 

commodities and culture.
24

 

In the public discourse, the production of their beer was good for the development of national 

industrialization and its consumption offered an alternative to the social degeneration that was 
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ascribed to lo indio’s dependence on aguardiente.  They successfully inscribed their beer with a 

uniquely Guatemalan use and meaning.  Arnold Bauer’s Goods, Power, History also traces the 

region’s unique contributions to commodity history offers closer look at the emergence of 

material culture spanning from pre-Colombian trade to globalization.
25

  Ripe with local 

examples, Bauer demonstrates the ways in which the histories of food, clothing, and shelter 

again underscore how the state and civil society are understood in relation to each other.  

Overtime, there is no doubt that material culture at the regional and local level shifted and 

intensified with the introduction of economic policies that fostered exchange and later 

neoliberalism and globalization.  While these networks and consequences of exchange are 

significant to Bauer, more interesting are the questions he raises about the meaning(s) ascribed at 

both the individual and social level to an object or commodity.  He points to twentieth century 

liberalism and its embrace of  modernization projects in showing how elites across the region 

created, manipulated, and preyed upon popular consumption patterns that further entrenched 

racialized stereotypes.  As my analysis will show, the Castillos ensured that the buying and 

selling of various types of alcohol were imbued with complex and often contradictory meanings 

that were informed by a carefully constructed public discourse.   

 In launching their product, the Castillos were initially tasked with shifting popular 

consumption patterns.  By introducing a new beverage crafted with foreign technology, 

technique, and know-how they were able to produce new meanings around beer-consumption, 

while also re-reproducing racially ascribed meanings around aguardiente and concerns over 

social control.  Within Guatemala and across the region alcohol consumption was a central point 
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of both contention and cohesion between elites and civil society.  This is best demonstrated in 

Gretchen Piece and Aurea Toxqui’s edited volume Alcohol in Latin America.
26

  While the 

volume does not look at beer specifically, they offer unique contributions to the social, cultural, 

and material history of alcohol.  From Mexico to Chile, each case study offers a variety of 

perspectives through which to view alcohol and its role in shaping social norms, popular culture, 

and national identity.  Pierce and Toxqui argue that the production, commercialization, and 

consumption of alcohol was an integral part of larger historical processes across the region.
27

 

 The growth of Guatemala’s beer industry is significant for the way in which is sheds light 

on processes of twentieth century nation-building.  With the exception of Enrique Gordillo 

Castillos contribution to the edited volume Historia del proceso de industrializacion en 

Guatemala, little work has been done on the Cervecería Centroamericana.  Both Paul Dosal and 

Marta Elena Casaus Arzu describe the power and influence that was garnered by the Castillo 

family as the Cervecería gained both popularity and prestige through the acquisition of 

competing breweries and the production of a high quality beer.
28

   Marta Casaús Arzú traces the 

ancestry of Guatemala’s most powerful families.  In the case of the Cervecería Centoamericana, 

she looks at the Castillo Córdova family and the country’s transition from a coffee economy to 

the development of one of the country’s most significant national industries.   In building her 

argument, Casaús offers a grim depiction of the few notable families that control wealth, 

resources, and land within Guatemala.  She argues that such a concentration of wealth and access 

in the hands of a very small elite class aided in the continued maintenance of racism.  In many 
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ways, Dosal offers a useful follow up to Casaus’s study.
29

  He adds to the historiography by 

examining the emergence of Guatemala’s oligarchy and their self-preservation by embracing the 

transition from agriculture to industry.  This transition allowed families like the Castillos to 

construct an extensive and powerful network and to wield extraordinary amounts of economic 

power and political influence.   

 Aside from studies that focus on the Castillos, only David Carey and William Taylor’s 

recently released edited volume, Distilling the Influence addresses the prominence of alcohol in 

Guatemalan society and culture.  While the volume focuses exclusively on aguardiente 

production and consumption, Carey and Taylor argue that alcohol was and continues present in 

nearly every aspect of Guatemalan life.   As the authors in the volume demonstrate, examining 

both discourses and practices of alcohol production, sale, and consumption reveals a great deal 

about racial, class, and gendered power arrangements.  From ritual to revenue, throughout the 

volume the argument is made that aguardiente was central to Guatemalan state formation.  Even 

so, by the middle of the twentieth century, the popularity of beer only increased as the number of 

aguardiente distilleries steadily decreased.  As social status and national identity became 

increasingly linked to a public discourse that promoted the Cervecería and revered the Castillos, 

aguardiente and its availability through clandestine networks all the more reinforced elite notions 

that associated the popular beverage with alcoholism, racial degradation, and social deterioration.  

 Authority over alcohol production and consumption remained a significant issue 

throughout the twentieth century.  In their role as a mediator between the state and popular 

culture, the Castillos consistently re-produced and re-affirmed race based stereotypes sought to 
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defined themselves and their product as cosmopolitan and patriotic.  As Rebecca Earle, a 

explains, the image and the stereotype of el indio boracho, the drunken Indian, demonstrates the 

longstanding influence of colonial legacies on the social and economic realities of twentieth 

century Guatemala.  El Indio Borracho was commonly evoked in the public discourse.  This 

stereotype of the drunk, lazy, and stupid Indian was the antithesis of who the modern nation 

represented.  Earle explores the emergence of the image of el indio boracho as one that paralleled 

the development of a Creole nationalism, thus largely informing the way in which economic 

elites like the Castillo family viewed themselves in contrast to the indigenous masses.   Virginia 

Garrard-Burnett additionally demonstrates the ways in which the stereotype of el indio borracho 

was utilized by nineteenth century liberals, especially as key infrastructure projects were carried 

out in the name of order and progress.  She shows how the exploitation of Indian labor on these 

national projects would serve to reform an otherwise drunk and lazy Indian, but really all the 

more entrenched this stereotype.   

 Twentieth century nation-building projects emerged out of elite anxieties to define 

themselves and their nation in opposition to lo indio.  Elites also identified the Indian Problem 

through assumptions of racial degeneration and social deterioration that merged with ascriptions 

of backwardness, laziness, and drunkenness; all impediments modernity and development.   

Through the production of a public discourse and emblematic marketing schemes the Castillos 

were able to prey upon these anxieties to sell their beer and to affirm the social order that 

maintained strict distinctions between the state and civil society.  While historians like Rene 

Reeves argue that modernization on the backs of lo indio was inherently tied to economic 

development as early as the 1830’s, early nation-building projects at the hands of the liberal 
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dictators (1870’s-1840s) were all the more concerned with a symbolic modernity.
30

   Elite 

notions of modernity based in positivist thought and a mounting eugenics movement ultimately 

brought conservatives and liberals together at the turn of the century, but failed to unite the 

nation. Demonstrating the limits of state authority, each of the liberal dictators embraced specific 

development projects that maintained little continuity or consistency across administrations.  

From Estrada Cabrera’s Minervistas to Ubico’s embrace of world’s fairs and regional 

expositions, prior to the October 1944 Revolution, that state was as much concerned with 

producing images of modernity for an external audience as they were in fostering economic 

growth at the hands of foreign firms.  During this period lo indio was only called upon to do the 

physical work of development or to convey a sense of romantic nostalgia.   

 By mid-century the state failed to articulate national cohesion that cut across deeply 

engrained distinctions based on race and class.  As Carol Smith demonstrates in her seminal 

volume, the relationship between Guatemalan Indians and the state only worsened and 

intensified.
31

  In what she defines as a real social history of Guatemala, Smith argues that this 

dynamic relationship is central to any analysis of the country’s social order.  Indeed, in this study 

the way in which the Cervecería Centroamericana not only a assumed a role of cultural 

prominence, but also mediated the relationship between the state and civil society is predicated 

upon issues of race.  Because the state was unable or unwilling to foster national cohesion, the 

Castillos quickly assumed this role and offered consistency in spite of a state that was anything 

but.   
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 Emblematic marketing campaigns and a carfully curated public image add another 

historiographical dimension to this work; that of commemoration history.  Many of the sources 

utilized in the following chapters come from commemorative edditions of newspapers and 

magazines.  As will become clear, the Castillos were obsessed with not only telling and re-

creating their own history, but as elites also had much at stake in the creation of a Guatemalan 

history and national identity.  The history of the Cervecería Centroamericana offers a celebrated 

narrative of national industrial success alongside a devastating one of the failed nation-building 

processes of the twentieth century.  Just as acclaimed Guatemalan historian Severo Martinez 

Pelaez argues that the Criollo thrived because of and not in spite of the colonial system, the 

Castillos amassed impressive political, economic, and cultural power because of the state and not 

in spite of it.
32

  By influencing public discourse, they were able to function as mediators in the 

relationship between the state and civil society and to shape popular culture.  At the center of this 

study is the question of how the Gallo image came to occupy a place of prominence in the 

country.  As the following chapters will show, answering this question requires looking at 

broader themes of nation-building and social order as they relate to elite notions of race and 

modernity.   

 Grounded in conflicts and tensions from the Bourbon period, chapter one lays an 

important foundation for this study.  By looking at the cracks and cleavages of Bourbon authority  

new and timely contributions can be made to Guatemala’s historiography.  Based on court cases, 

legal records, and ecclesiastical documents, I argue that important legacies from this period 

persisted into the twentieth century.  The emergence of a creole merchant class gave rise to 
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families, like the Castillos that led the country in the transition from agriculture to 

industrialization at the turn of the century.  Moreover, as elites, they either replicated or adapted 

colonial structures to ensure the maintenance of a social order with strict race and class based 

distinctions.  The ongoing tension over economic incentive and social control also persisted.  The   

independent state faced the same conflicts as the Bourbons: to levy unpopular taxes and gain 

sorely needed revenue or enforce equally unpopular policies and practices that limited alcohol 

production and consumption throughout the country.  On both fronts, both Spanish authority and 

the state failed to consistently do either.  While the state engaged in these ongoing conflicts, one 

of the most prescient of Bourbon legacies persist was the in the structure and substance of 

authority.  I show in this chapter multiple examples of Spanish authority being undermined by 

personal interests and individual claims on power.  Moreover, the Bourbons defined themselves 

in opposition to the masses that claimed authority over.  Elites following independence did the 

same, contributing again to a lack of state authority and legitimacy and also fostering conditions 

for the Castillos to exploit these limits and gaps.   

 Grounded in the legacies discussed in chapter two I show how the Castillos were able to 

launch their Cervecería and later to consolidate their monopoly on the country’s beer industry.  

By examining their use of a discourse of science and technology, I argue that the Cervecería 

Centroamericana appealed to the liberal state’s desire to embrace modernity and encourage 

industrialization and economic development.  As such they won valuable concessions and 

protections from the state they would later wield significant economic and political influence 

over.  Most significantly, they keenly melded Bourbon discourses of propriety with those of 

science and technology to begin to market their beer and to shift popular tastes away from 
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aguardiente and towards beer.  As such, they launched their own ladinization campaign, whereas 

Indians became poor ladinos simply by switching from aguardiente to beer.  They emphasized 

cosmopolitanism and patriotism to encourage beer consumption, that in truth further entrenched 

already longstanding assumptions and ascriptions of Indian identity but also reaffirmed their 

place in the social order.   

 In chapter three, I examine the emblematic marketing schemes that were launched at mid-

century and aided the Castillos in not only consolidating their economic and political power, but 

also their cultural hegemony.  These schemes were intensely nationalist and were intended to 

draw stark contrasts between the failures of the state and the successes of private industry.  This 

chapter provides a necessary political and social context as a means of understanding how the 

Castillos exploited the failures of the state and managed their own nation-building project.  

Despite a discourse that framed them as non-state actors, because of their economic power the 

Castillos wielded extraordinary political power.  Rather than occupy political office, they instead 

utilized their growing influence over public discourse to consolidate cultural hegemony.  Rather 

than act outside of the state, they instead worked within in.  They created a discourse of  

modernity and nationalism that really changed little in the social order or material lives of all.  

Even so, from the release of new products and a re-branding of the beloved Gallo logo to 

national contests, the Castillos carefully strategized, produced, and curated a public discourse 

that embraced the Cervecería.  Be it for a new car, an exotic vacation, or better days to come, the 

Cervecería offered not only an illusion of national cohesion, but also hope for the thousands 

upon thousands that descended upon the rapidly changing capital city during this period.   
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 Finally, in chapter four, I examine newspaper articles and editorials to show the ways in 

which the Castillos influenced, maneuvered, and manipulated public discourse.  In the shadow of 

the onset of the Guatemalan Civil War in November of 1960, the year was also rife with tension 

between the state and the Cervecería.   With the threat of the state’s imposition of a new three 

centavo tax on beer, the Castillos took to the press. Heavily influenced by them, the press 

produced a public discourse that firmly opposed the state and came to the swift defense of the 

Cervecería.  Echoing the cosmopolitanism and patriotism that informed their marketing, by 

arguing that the state was in fact encouraging aguardiente consumption by levying this new tax 

the Castillos preyed upon elite anxieties related to alcohol and social disorder.  In doing so, they 

also re-produced the racial assumptions and ascriptions of Indians and alcoholism.   In the years 

that followed and as state violence an repression only heightened, more articles and editorials 

reveal the emergence of Alcoholics Anonymous groups in Guatemala City and across the 

country that paralleled a perceived rise in alcoholism.  Most notably, despite increasing beer 

sales, this alcoholic beverage was never referenced in the public discourse around alcoholism 

that instead pointed to aguardiente and the Indian Problem.   

 The Cervecería Centroamericana established and maintained a central position in 

Guatemala’s failed nation-building process of the twentieth century.  The Castillos 

provided the discourse, symbols, and icons necessary to foster illusions of inclusion and 

national-belonging.  As such, the Castillos articulated a discourse of national cohesion that the 

state was either unwilling or unable to engage in.  In controlling and manipulating the discourse 

around alcohol consumption and social control, they acted as mediators with the state and civil 

society functioning in relation to each other.  Despite a well-scripted discourse that said 
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otherwise, they acted within the state, not outside of it.  In fact, it was because of the weak state 

that they so eagerly exploited, that they were able to define themselves in opposition to.  Yet, 

they also defined their product in opposition to the civil society that so willingly embraced it.   

 Aside from mass protests and demonstrations usually launched in opposition to the state, 

each year the Festival Arbol Gallo offers a rare opportunity for the city’s residents to participate 

collectively in a rare showing of national pride.  Despite racism and economic inequality, each 

year the month long events get even bigger and grander.  What could be perceived as a tone-deaf 

show of wealth and power, is instead embraced as the Cervecería expressing its gratitude for the 

loyalty and preference of their customers.  There is no coincidence that this investment on the 

part of the Cervecería comes back to the Castillos manifold through increased beer sales 

throughout an already high grossing month of December.  The Festival Arbol Gallo underscores 

the ongoing conflicts within contested nation-building processes.  Most notably, with their beer 

accessible, the Castillo dynasty remains untouchable. 

 This analysis of elite discourses aids in understanding the historical and hegemonic 

processes that gave rise to the Castillo family and to their Cervecería Centroamericana.  While 

their discourse and emblematic images hold considerable influence and evoke a common 

national identity, national cohesion fomented by a beer company is not enough.  Moreover, while 

their embrace of modernity and nationalism were genuine, it boosted their profits, power, and 

prestige and reinforced a strict social order that was based in the colonial experience.  This 

echoed revered Guatemalan historian Severo Martinez Pelaez’s argument that the Guatemalan 

nation belongs only to the few while systematically excluding the many.  The production of beer 
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made Castillos richer, while its consumption undermined the authority of the state and made civil 

society drunker, poorer, and all the more excluded from a nation distilled by and for elites.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

LIQUOR BEFORE BEER: LEGACIES FROM BOURBON GUATEMALA 
 

Nobody goes to Church, but everyone goes to the tavern. 

-Observations of a parish priest in rural Guatemala
33

 

 

On September 29, 1729 Carlos Antonio Valadis filed a petition to establish the Audencia 

de Guatemala’s first brewery in the capital city of Santiago de los Caballeros.
34

  While the 

license was ultimately granted, a debate ensued over the legality of popular alcoholic beverages 

such as aguardiente - a type of locally made brandy, chicha - a stronger spirit made from 

fermented corn, and other bebidas nocibas, or harmful beverages.  The classification as a bebida 

nociba, or harmful beverage, illustrated broader Bourbon concerns that implored the regulation 

of the production, sale, and consumption of alcoholic beverages across the Audiencia. In less 

than twenty years, Alcalde Ordinario Don Bartholome de Eguzabal reversed the decision in 1746 

and called in the licenses previously issued for the production of beer citing the civil disorder for 

which drunkenness was to blame.
35

  Nearly a decade later, in yet another move to further 

regulate and control, the Spanish crown once again allowed for the production and sale of so-

classified bebidas nocibas thereby establishing a state monopoly on alcohol with the aim of 

bolstering colonial revenues and to exercise control over the commodity’s use and abuse.
36

 

When Rafael and Mariano Castillo Cordova established the Cervecería Centroamericana 

in 1882 they encountered many of the same challenges that shaped the discourses surrounding 

alcohol production, sale, and consumption during the Bourbon period.  Concerns over the 
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damage that the availability of alcohol was understood to inflict harm upon the rural and 

predominately Indian masses and the acknowledgement of its profitability seemingly stood in 

contrast to these concerns.  These legacies from Bourbon Guatemala went on to shape not only 

the dynasty created by the Castillos and their campaigns that aimed to promote the Cervecería 

Centroamericana’s wildly popular Gallo beer to the masses, but also nation-building strategies 

and projects in the period that followed independence.   

During this period, tensions heightened between Liberal and Conservative factions within 

the country in such a way that brought instability and corruption to an already fragile political 

structure.  Liberals, as became more apparent at the turn of the century, were modernizers.  They 

were largely middlase-class elites that garnered modest regional political power and aimed to 

limit the power of the Catholic Church.  Conservatives, on the other hand, sought to preserve 

colonial structures that reinforced hierarchies of power including key distinctions between Indio 

and Ladino as well as the prominence of the Catholic Church.  While at times distinguishing the 

two was difficult, both factions utilized and co-opted similar discourses to reach their political 

objectives.  Emerging from the same Creole merchants under assault by the Bourbons, the 

Castillos responded to these tensions and to the growing corruption in the political system by 

withdrawing from public service.
37

  Having amassed significant economic power, they 

nevertheless wielded impressive political influence throughout the twentieth century.   

Tracing their ancestry well into Guatemala’s colonial past, Rafael and Mariano Castillo 

Cordova were descendants of Spanish Conquistador and Governor of the Audencia de 
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Guatemala, Bernal Diaz del Castillo.
38

  Together they founded the Cervecería Centroamericana 

and the Castillo family dynasty along with it.  Both Marta Elena Casaus Arzu and Paul J. Dosal 

trace the lineage of the Castillos as one of the most economically powerful and politically 

influential families in the country.
39

  Their mother, Delfina Dolores Cordova y Minueza was a 

wealthy ladina who married Jose Domingo Castillo Estrada, the son of Jose Mariano Castillo y 

Segura, a leader of the independence movement.
40

  The limits of Bourbon rule and the political 

unrest that characterized the post-Independence period created the conditions for the Castillo 

family to diversify their investments and to amass economic power.  At the time of the 

Cervecería’s inception in 1882, through an extensive and powerful family network the Castillo 

brothers maintained interests and increased their influence in commerce, banking, agriculture, 

and industry.
41

  By the turn of the century they were successfully leading the family and the 

national economy in the transition from agriculture to industry.  In efforts to promote shifts in 

popular tastes and profit on the growing demand for beer, they confronted many of the same 

conflicts that surrounded the production, sale, and consumption of alcohol in Bourbon 

Guatemala.  In this chapter, an examination of these conflicts and the discourses that surrounded 

the regulation of liquor sheds light on the key themes of nation-building, social control, and race 

that persisted at the turn of the century - at a time when the Cervecería Centroamericana was 

quickly becoming one of the country’s most successful domestically run industries.  By 

examining discourses of propriety that underscore the perspectives of the church, state, and 
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private citizens, I argue that the legal, moral, and economic debates that surrounded liquor in the 

Bourbon period left important legacies on formative nation-building projects, of which social 

control and race remained central themes, undertaken by a newly independent Guatemala on the 

eve of the twentieth century.   

The Bourbon Reforms: Economic Stability or Social Control 

The Bourbon Reforms were an effort to consolidate and centralize Spanish authority 

through fiscal reform.
42

  The establishment of liquor monopolies quickly emerged as a means by 

which to tap a lucrative revenue source that the Bourbon’s sorely needed.  Bourbon authorities in 

Spanish America seized upon discourses that emphasized morality, propriety, and appropriate 

social behavior in an effort to lend legitimacy and credibility as they established polices that 

were widely unpopular. As such they all the more entrenched colonial institutions like the church 

and the casta system as is evident in their persistence well past independence.  Just as important 

was the emergence of a creole elite.  On this point, Marck Burkholder and David Chandler offer 

an impressive analysis of the sale of colonial offices to an increasing number of creole elites.
43

  

In what is largely a quantitative study of the sale of nearly 700 oidores, or judgeships, 

Burkholder and Chandler describe the transition from an age of impotence to an age of authority 

that corresponds to the transition from Habsburg to Bourbon rule and the inception of the 

Bourbon Reforms.  On the eve of the Bourbon Reforms, creoles held more than half of the 

available posts within the audiencias thus contributing to a breakdown of colonial rule that the 
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Bourbon’s aimed to address. As I will show, alcohol as a source of economic stability fostered 

conflict between these new creole elites and Spanish authority.   

Efforts in regulating the production, sale, and consumption of alcohol reach across 

Guatemalan history revealing a longstanding, tense, and at times a paradoxical relationship 

between the state and civil society.  Especially in the years following the country’s independence 

in 1824 and the establishment of the Cervecereria Centroamericana only years later, alcohol as a 

means to spur national economic development conflicted with discourses aimed at curtailing 

alcohol use and abuse by the country’s Maya majority.  In fact, this was a discourse that the 

Castillo brothers eagerly seized as they promoted their beer, over aguardiente, as a healthy 

alternative to hard and crudely produced liquors.  A closer look at the policies and responses to 

alcohol production, sale, and consumption during the Bourbon period reveals that policymaking, 

aimed to strengthen Spanish economic and social control, contributed to the growth and 

influence of the emerging Creole merchant class and reaffirmed the stereotypes associated with 

indigenous identity.  These measures taken to mitigate the Bourbon economic crisis ultimately 

failed, yet the social discourse that dictated norms of behavior and standards of morality 

continued to shape notions of race and class in the period that followed independence.   

A 1735 court case launched by Juan José González de Batres offers a starting point for 

examining the relationship between these discourses and broader processes that ultimately led to 

the failure of the Bourbon Reforms and the advent of the Guatemalan nation.
44

  As the Alcalde 

Ordinario, or judge with jurisdiction over both criminal and civil cases, and one of the 

Audiencia’s most influential Creole merchants, González de Batres sought to limit the 
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production and sale of aguardiente in the capital city of Santiago de Guatemala.  In building his 

argument against Don Ambrosio Pasos, the owner of a modest distillery in the city, he cites the 

multiplicity of social problems associated with alcohol and drunkenness and specifically points 

to Indian and casta communities as susceptible to vice.  This court case is further complemented 

with a reading of the accounts of the Archbishop of Guatemala, Padre Pedro Cortés y Larraz and 

his inspections of the Audiencia’s parishes from 1768 until 1770.
45

   In his report he pointedly 

identifies the Indian problem; an unwieldy rural population susceptible to vice and in need of 

reform.  As Spanish colonial authority continued to grapple with an imminent economic crisis 

and the growing question of what to do with the Indian population, Quetzaltenango’s 1786 

Aguardiente Riot was decisive turning point in which Spanish authority over the sale and 

consumption of alcohol collided with cultural practices and local custom.  As the Quetzaltenago 

case shows, these monopolies undermined local governments and Creole elites alike further 

loosening the crown’s grip on Spanish America.  More importantly, from the language of the 

1735 court case to the Archbishop of Guatemala’s description of the public sins that plagued 

rural peasant communities, the discourses that emerged surrounding the consumption of alcohol 

had significant implications as the newly independent country turned towards the task of nation-

building.  

Bourbon Legacies: El Indio Borracho 

The most significant legacy to persist beyond the Bourbon period was the entrenchment 

of the stark distinctions between Indio and Ladino in the emerging Guatemalan nation.  

Maintaining the distinction between these two categories continued to be an important part of the 

                                                 
45

 Pedro Cortés y Larraz, Descripción geográfico-moral de la Diocesis de Goathemala, (Guatemala: Sociedad de 

Geografía e Historia de Guatemala, 1958). 



40 

nation-building projects and citizenship politics of both Liberals and Conservatives in the post-

Independence period and especially at the turn of the century.  El Indio Boracho emerged as a 

stereotype of the backwards Indian; always drunk and an impediment to the order and progress 

that characterized liberal Guatemala at the turn of the century.  This image of the rural Indian 

accompanied policies that sought to exploit and control a population that was characterized as 

vulnerable, susceptible to vice, and in need of the protection of the state.  Alcohol profits aside, 

both the Bourbon state and later the newly independent Guatemala was dependent upon Indian 

labor in the agricultural sector.  While not as economically developed as its neighbors across the 

region, agriculture formed the foundation of the Guatemalan economy until well into the 

twentieth century.  Both in discourse and in practice, liberal elites were quick to either draw upon 

or re-produce the colonial structures that kept Indians tied to their lands especially as projects 

essential to the modernization and economic development of the nation were launched.
46

  While 

Indians were essential to the development of the Guatemalan nation the deep-rooted stereotypes 

like El Indio Borracho systematically kept them from participating in it.   

Notions of el indio borracho emerged far earlier than the Bourbon period, the language 

that was utilized by both church and state at this time prompted the longstanding association to 

be made between the country’s Maya majority population and drunkenness.  Yet the very traits 
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that Spanish authority viewed as in need of reform, could and should instead be viewed as acts of 

resistance.  Perceived laziness for example was a form of Indian resistance to Spanish and later 

Creole authority.
47

  Nevertheless, amidst nation-building projects that systematically excluded 

the backwards Indian from the forming nation, the Castillo brothers seized upon these notions 

and instead promoted their product as an alternative to the crude concoctions so prevalent in 

Indian communities.  If aguardiente was to be equated with the backwards Indian, then beer was 

synonymous with the new Guatemalan man.  Gallo was the modern alternative to aguardiente 

and chicha offering a rare, yet insincere, opportunity for all to participate in the Guatemalan 

nation.  

 As the following chapters will demonstrate, the Castillo brothers took great care to 

market their beer as both modern and non-Indian.  In stark contrast, at the same time that Gallo 

was just beginning to gain popularity at the turn of the century, Industrias Licoreras de 

Guatemala was formed by the Spanish-born Botran brothers.  The company was known 

especially for producing world-class rum as well as the more affordable, accessible, and 

recognizable Quetzalteca Especial.  Adorned with a traditionally dressed Guatemalan woman, 

Quetzalteca was (and continues to be) a cheap aguardiente marketed especially to the masses it 

depicted on its label.  The Castillo brothers took a markedly different approach, one that echoed 

the ladinization efforts of liberals and conservatives alike at the turn of the century.  This meant 

that by purchasing and drinking beer Indios were conceding one of the traits most commonly 
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ascribed to them.  In both cases, the sale and consumption of alcohol revealed the persistence of 

certain notions related to Indian identity and what place, if any, they had in the emerging nation.   

Guatemala’s Indian Problem 

In La Patria del Criollo Marxist historian Severo Martinez Pelaez argues, “Indians and 

poor Ladinos alike have no stake in our nation, even though the Constitution categorically states 

that they are citizens with full rights”.
48

  Published in 1970, he offers one of the most significant 

and salient contributions to the historiography of Guatemala for the way in which he chronicles 

and interprets the country’s colonial past.  He gives a history of Guatemala from a marxist 

perspective arguing that Guatemala’s colonial past lives on in the colonial present.  He examines 

the institutions, structures, and processes that together contributed to the formation of the nation, 

la patria, as one that was created by criollos and was intended all along to be enjoyed by them 

alone.  In discussing Guatemala’s Indian Problem, Peleaz argues that the solution is not in 

ladinization - turning Indians into Ladinos.
49

  He argues instead that the emergence and existence 

of Indians, with their characteristics so clearly identifiable in popular discourse, was the result of 

colonialism and the persistence of colonial conditions and structures that ensure their re-

production despite programs and projects that in discourse aimed to ladinize, but in practice all 

the more affirmed these racially based distinctions.  In the case of the Castillo brothers and the 

Cervecería, their marketing of Gallo beer at the beginning of the twentieth century was a 

disingenuous effort to aid in the transition from Indian to Ladino.  By giving up the cultural traits 

linked to Indian-ness, it followed that Indians could become Ladinos.  Ironically, and in spite of 
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savvy marketing strategies that depicted otherwise, drinking Gallo beer only reaffirmed one of 

the most salient Indian characteristics: drunkenness.   

Both Rebecca Earle and Virginia Garrard-Burnett offer unique contributions to the 

scholarship on early nation-building in Guatemala through their respective discussions of the 

relationship between Indians, alcohol, and the state.
50

  For Earle, the emergence of the image of 

el indio boracho paralleled the development of a Creole nationalism.
51

   In crafting her argument, 

Earle examines how and why el indio borracho persisted to the extent that it did within the 

Creole imaginary.  She points to both the early and late colonial period and to the role of 

Colonial institutions, like the church, in adjudicating and upholding good behavior from bad 

behavior.  Alcohol use and abuse in Indian communities was understood as the influence of the 

devil, with this population especially susceptible to vice and in need to reform and protection.  In 

the early nation-building years, Creole elites recognized not only the vitality of Mayan 

communities, but also perceived them as detrimental to national development.
52

  Notions that 

equated Indians with drunkenness persisted and as such they were impediments to the nation-

building projects of the era.  Garrard-Burnett goes a step further by examining the ways in which 

the stereotype of el indio borracho was utilized by nineteenth century liberals, especially as 

economic development and industrialization plans were carried out.
53

  She argues that in the 

twentieth century, alcoholism and indigenismo were commonly perceived as one in the same.  
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Indigenismo emerged, not as a celebration of Indigenous heritage or culture, but rather as means 

for many to blame the nation’s underdevelopment on the backwards and racially degenerate 

Indian.
54

  With the inception of liberal development projects and programs at the beginning of 

the twentieth century, Garrard-Burnett shows how drunkenness was not only distinctive of 

Indian identity and was not necessarily discouraged.  Indian dependence on alcohol ensured their 

dependence on the social structures, with deep colonial roots, that kept them tied to agriculture 

and the wage-labor economy.  To Garrard-Burnett, their labor was just as valuable to the 

growing Guatemalan economy as alcohol revenues.  These elite notions that associated Indians 

with drunkenness became all the more salient well into the twentieth century, especially as 

nation-building discourses and practices systematically excluded the problematic Indian. 

Alcohol Regulation in Bourbon Guatemala: Fiscal Reform for Social Order 

Turning back to Bourbon Guatemala, reformers targeted alcohol both as an untapped 

source of revenue and as a means by which to exert social control over the use and abuse of 

alcohol.
55

   The regulation of the production, sale, and consumption of alcohol in Guatemala 

illustrates the intersection of Bourbon pragmatism with discourses that prioritized social control.  

The Bourbon Reforms brought about significant shifts in both the governmental and economic 

authority of the Audiencia de Guatemala, a region that extended from Chiapas to southern 

Guatemala and also included parts of what is now El Salvador and Honduras.  Over the course of 

the 18
th

 century, the impacts of the Bourbon Reforms were widely felt especially with regards to 

the multiplicity of policies enacted to control alcohol.   
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The petition for a license for the Audiencia’s first brewery not only illustrates the 

historical context for one of the country’s most emblematic and successful industries, but also 

opens the door for an examination of the broader and multifaceted debates that surrounded 

alcohol in Bourbon Guatemala.  As the evidence will show, efforts by both government and 

church officials to control the production, sale, and consumption of alcohol, as well as the ill 

effects of drunkenness, had economic and social motivations that were often intertwined.  

Alcohol regulation and control during this time demonstrates the responses of both church and 

state to local level politics that often heightened tensions between a growing class of increasingly 

influential local merchants and Spanish authority.
56

  Spanish authority under the Bourbons 

specifically targeted Indian communities through the implementation of policies that limited the 

sale and consumption of alcohol while church officials decried the social ills associated with 

drunkenness.  Overtime, these actions inscribed a deep-rooted elite discourse that underscored 

the persistence of el indio borracho. 

Alcohol was specifically targeted by the Bourbon Reforms as a means by which to 

increase revenue and to strengthen the role of Spanish authority in colonial society.   In addition 

to fiscal reform, the Bourbon state also sought to establish order, discipline, and control over the 

population.  For example, under the Bourbon state legislation aimed to curtail the number of 

animals that roamed city streets, establish street lights in an effort to reduce disorder and 

disorderly conduct, control excesses characteristic of carnivals and other feast days, and limit 

public drunkenness.
57

  In the months that followed the 1746 order that called in the licenses 
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previously given for the establishment of breweries, other steps were taken to decrease the 

prevalence of alcohol in the Audiencia.  The number of taverns was reduced to only fourteen, 

new regulations were developed that limited the sale of alcohol to only wine, mistelas, a type of 

fortified wine, and aguardiente form Peru, and finally the sale of alcohol to Indian communities 

was prohibited.
58

  Throughout the Bourbon period Spanish authority often contradicted itself on 

the ways in which the production and sale of alcohol was to be regulated demonstrating a 

pervasive tension between economic stability and social order.   

 The unique nature of the court case launched in 1735 by Alcalde Ordinario Juan José 

González de Batres against a small aguardiente producer revealed the nuance of alcohol 

regulation and control in Bourbon Guatemala.  First, it illustrated the Bourbon response to 

demographic shifts in the capital city.  As Christopher Lutz demonstrates in his demographic 

history of Santiago de Guatemala, the economic crisis facing the Bourbons was compounded by 

the changing population within Santiago’s city limits.
59

  Second, in conjunction with the 

unprecedented growth of a multi-ethnic underclass, the language of the case also underscored the 

immediacy of alcohol regulation as a means to establish and assert social control.
60

   At stake in 

the case were the distilleries of Don Ambrosio Pasos de Osorio y Sotomayor, a Peninsular, or 

Spaniard that was born in Spain.  In 1714 a royal order prohibited the production and sale of 

alcohol, specifically aguardiente de caña, a type of sugar-cane brandy.
61

  The language of the 

case, which included many references to the 1714 order, demonstrated that the regulation and 

control of alcohol specifically targeted the Indian, especially Pueblos de Indios in urban centers, 
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and the growing casta populations.
62

  The multiple references to the royal order further broadens 

the discussion of alcohol regulation in Bourbon Guatemala.  Coming relatively early in the 

Bourbon period, it was one of many steps taken throughout the eighteenth century to regulate 

alcohol production and sale in the Audiencia as a means of both economic and social control as a 

part of what Miles Wortman refers to as the Bourbon bureaucratic revolution.
63

 

The discourse that is utilized by González de Batres throughout the case characterized the 

unlawful distillery of Don Ambrosio as contributing to civil disorder and drunkenness rampant 

throughout Santiago de Guatemala.  He argued that through legal means, limiting the availability 

of alcohol would bring an otherwise unwieldy population under control.  Christopher Lutz’s 

demographic study of Santiago de Guatemala points to shifting population trends that influenced 

the way in which the Bourbon Reforms impacted civil society.
64

  He argues that throughout the 

Bourbon period, the Spanish crown was undergoing an economic crisis that was exacerbated by 

the decrease of Indian tribute communities and an increase of the casta population, especially in 

urban centers like Santiago de Guatemala and later in Quetzaltenango.
65

   The rapid growth of a 

multi-ethnic population not only posed new economic challenges, but also exacerbated issues of 

social control. In addition to this court case, other civil records further reveal the state’s heavy 

hand in regulating the production and consumption of alcohol.  A series of consejos and autos, or 

official orders, from the Fiscal from 1743 and 1744 illustrate the connection between the 

availability of alcohol and the described increase in violent crimes within the capital.
66

  This 

series of orders and decrees focuses on the prohibition of small firearms within the city and 
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draws upon evidence of an increased number of homicides.  Yet, the language that is used 

emphasized a causal connection between the vice of drunkenness and the prevalence of public 

sins.  The populations of negros, indios, mulattos, and mestizos are referred to as an especially 

vulnerable population that was susceptible to vice and in need of protection.  As such, the 

consejos reflected the moral responsibility of the state to regulate vice and punish drunkenness 

with not only increased regulation but also with the sentence of 200 lashes.
67

  Another auto from 

1744 further demonstrated the relationship between alcohol, drunkenness, and public vice.  This 

particular decree not only instituted a tax for small firearms, but also sentence of 25 lashes for 

carrying firearms in the city.
68

  Both records underscored the perceived vulnerability of the casta 

populations and emphasized the state’s obligation to control civil society through the regulation 

of moral behavior.   

As the eighteenth century wore on, Bourbon fiscal reform only intensified and extended 

its reach in a way that often undermined the intentions of the aforementioned orders and decrees.  

In 1753 the crown awarded a state monopoly to one asentista, or monopolist, for the production 

and sale of aguardiente, in a move that would have surely undermined the economic and political 

influence of González de Batres.
69

  The creation of new monopolies and taxes demonstrated the 

need for revenue and to protect the economic interests of the Crown.  Moreover, the licenses that 

were granted for the production and sale of alcohol further revealed that economic pressures 

often trumped the initiatives aimed to establish social control.   For example, in the years that 

license revenues were low, castas including mestizos and free mulattos, were not only able to 
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buy alcohol, but were also able to obtain licenses to operate taverns and pulperias.  Later, in a 

move to yet again reestablish social control, as the cabildo began to take aim at the ills associated 

with public drunkenness, they were dramatically limited to merely a dozen in the capital city.
70

  

Economic incentives and strategies significantly undermined efforts to protect the Audencia’s 

so-defined vulnerable populations from the multiplicity of vices associated with excessive 

drinking.
71

 

Don Ambrosio Pasos ultimately lost the 1735 case brought by Juan José González de 

Batres, and was unable to apply for a license to produce and sell his alcoholic beverages.  In his 

defense Don Ambrosio argued that the 1714 real cedula rightly prohibited the production and 

sale of aguardiente de caña and cited the ill effects associated with it.  Alternatively, he argued 

that the alcoholic beverage that he produced was not aguardiente, but rather infusions made from 

the jocote fruit that were healthy, of high quality, and would help to combat the Indian’s 

dependence on aguardiente.
72

  Nevertheless, with the involvement of the ecclesiastical courts, it 

was determined that Don Ambrosio was not to produce or sell his alcohol - legally.  The result of 

this court case is not surprising, especially given González de Batres’s positioning and influence 

in the political, economic, and social life of Santiago de Guatemala.  Yet, the result reveals the 

significance and the potential challenges that the emerging Creole elite posed to Spanish 

authority.  Moreover, his defense was later echoed by the Castillo brothers who made similar 

distinctions between liquor and beer.  In both cases, the elite discourse that surrounded the 
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production, sale, and consumption of alcohol was imbued with deeply entrenched racial, social, 

and cultural assumptions. 

The Creole Merchant Class and Challenges to Bourbon Authority 

A primary obstacle to Bourbon fiscal reform was the growth and influence of the 

emerging Creole merchant class from which the Castillo brothers proudly traced their lineage.
73

  

Juan José González de Batres was one of the most influential merchants of the eighteenth 

century.  Born in 1685 in Santiago de Guatemala, González de Batres pursued a long career of 

public service to the Audenica in the capital city.  In addition to an extensive network of family 

connections, by working administratively, he was able to defend and further his economic 

interests.
74

  In the case against Don Ambrosio Pasos, the new distillery was clearly in violation of 

the real cedula that prohibited the production and sale of alcohol in Spanish America.  Yet, it was 

likely that González de Batres did not bring the case against Don Ambrosio in order to simply 

stay in accord with the royal order.  His engagement in commercial activities instead suggested 

that his stake in the case had more to do with protecting economic interests than with the 

preservation of Spanish legal authority.  While he went on to hold a variety of different titles in 

civil service, both his prominence as one of the most active traders in the Audiencia and his 

family connections demonstrated the significance of his involvement in questions over the 

legality of alcohol production and sale outside of Spain.
75

  

 The 1735 case showed that the regulation and control of alcohol wavered throughout the 

Bourbon period. In the years that followed the case, the crown imposed a series of orders that 
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monopolized or otherwise limited the production and sale of alcohol in the Audiencia.  Policies 

emerged that not only attempted to increase revenue, but also to limit the influence of Creole 

merchants.  Even so, the pattern by which monopolies were established, revoked, then re-

established demonstrated both the political and economic power of individuals like Gonzalez de 

Batres.   The initial establishment of the 1753 estanco, or monopoly, was a move that 

undermined the authority of the local government.  As a result of strong resistance from the 

merchant class, the monopoly was instead awarded to the cabildo who then profited off of 

awarding subcontracts to communities and villages outside of the city limits.
76

  Even in the 

debate over the establishment and control over the government monopoly of aguardiente, the 

arguments continued to echo an ongoing conflict between economic incentives and moral 

obligations.  In resistance to the crown’s monopoly, the cabildo argued that its establishment 

would encourage widespread and excessive drinking as a result of the increased economic 

incentive for one individual seeking to profit off of the moral failures of others.
77

  Even so, the 

cabildo was looking for financial gain in the same manner.   

From alcohol, to another vice, the establishment of a royal monopoly on tobacco in 1765 

further solidified the understanding that Spanish authority became all the more concerned with 

stripping the merchant class of its economic power.  In many ways, this trumped concerns over 

maintaining authority and legitimacy through social order.  While the aguardiente monopoly 

faced little resistance, the tobacco estanco proved more problematic.  For example, in pointing to 

the devastating impact of both monopolies on small farmers, Wortman argues that while the 

existence of sugarcane fields did not necessarily imply an intended use in the production of 
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aguardiente, tobacco fields were inherently illegal.
78

  While both monopolies generated 

significant revenue for the Audiencia, tobacco generated the largest share.  Less than a year later, 

in yet another move to consolidate and centralize, in 1766 the crown revoked the monopoly on 

aguardiente.
79

  Largely motivated by pressure from state and clerical officials that decried the 

social ills associated with alcohol use and abuse, the crown instead established a royal 

administration that would control and regulate its production and sale in the Audiencia.
80

  

Whereas the monopoly over tobacco reflected the immediate needs of the Bourbon state for 

fiscal reform and economic control, the aguardiente monopoly underscored yet another move to 

consolidate authority through social control. Nevertheless, taken together, the two monopolies 

emerged as the most lucrative sources for revenue under the Bourbons.
81

  As a notable 

continuity, the newly independent Guatemalan state established similar monopolies to ensure a 

consistent source of revenue. 

Manuel de Batres, son of Juan José González de Batres and one of the Audiencia’s most 

powerful merchants, whom as the Alfarez Real circulated a petition in 1766 that protested the 

crown’s economic interference and called for rebellion.
82

  Combined with the loss of the 

lucrative tobacco crop, creole economic elites also grappled with new taxes, higher prices for 

tobacco, and new regulations that dramatically limited the legal sale of aguardiente.  While an 

overt revolt did not occur, the establishment of even more government offices and new taxes to 
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regulate aguardiente deepened the growing tensions between Creoles and Peninsulares.   Rather 

that affirming Spanish authority, they instead undermined a growing class of Creole merchants.  

Due to their role in the colonial economy, the Bourbon’s depended on them for ensuring the 

economic stability of Spanish America.  Notably, the new taxes established by the Bourbons 

represented the first time that both Indian tributaries and the merchant class were united as 

taxpayers.
83

  While these policies intended to limit the power of individual municipalities and 

creole economic elites, the cabildo instead reaffirmed its role as mediator to the crown and 

gained more widespread popular support.
84

 

It was then likely that in the 1735 court case against Don Ambrosio Pasos, González de 

Batres acted in order to protect his economic interests.  First, as the Corregidor del valle at the 

time of the case, González de Batres maintained a special administrative relationship with 

neighboring indigenous communities.  This was illustrated by the language in the case that 

referenced the obligation of the Audiencia to protect what was described as vulnerable 

population.  Second, familial connections also revealed other influences in the sharp language of 

morality and propriety present throughout the court records.  As the result of a late in life 

marriage of his father, González de Batres became the nephew of the Bishop of Santiago, Juan 

Bautista Alvarez de Toledo.  Religious responsibility offered additional prestige and prominence 

to government officials.
85

  This privileged relationship with the Catholic Church surely 

influenced González de Batres’s position and authority in the Audienica, as was demonstrated 

through the language that was utilized in building the argument against Pasos.   
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Especially with regards to alcohol control, rural Guatemala did not experience the 

Bourbon bureaucratic revolution in the same ways as the capital city.  Going beyond the capital 

city, David McCreery’s study of rural Guatemala contributed significant insights into the 

continuities that have persisted, especially in the primitive accumulation strategies of Indigenous 

villages, despite changing world conditions and the requirements of new export crops.
86

  In what 

amounts to a commodity history of the country before and after the coffee boom, he argues that 

even after independence little changed since the eighteenth century when the state was 

predominately concerned with extracting revenue and generating income out of colonial 

Guatemala in an effort to bolster colonial administration.
87

  William B. Taylor’s Drinking, 

Homicide, and Rebellion in Colonial Mexican Villages offers a comparative look at impact of 

Spanish authority on the rural and predominately indigenous villages of rural Mexico.
88

  He 

juxtaposes the image of the drunk Indian that was prone to rebellion and susceptible to social ills, 

with a more realistic depiction of communities that not only drank moderately, but also 

responded to new conditions that threatened lands and livelihoods.  His analysis is significant in 

examining the emergence of elite discourses of propriety that prescribed moral behavior and 

identified lo indio as backward, unruly, and drunk. 

The Influence of the Church on the State: The Visitas of Padre Pedro Cortés y Larraz 

The church was at the forefront of perpetuating assumptions and ascriptions of the rural 

indio.  The1784 reestablishment of the royal aguardiente monopoly brought the conflict over 

economic stability and social order to rural Guatemala.  The 1784 estanco came nearly a decade 
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after the Archbishop of Guatemala, Padre Pedro Cortés y Larraz, embarked on a visita, or 

clerical inspection of the Audiencia’s 113 parishes.  His visita demonstrated the central role of 

the Church in the broader colonial project of creating obedient Christians and loyal subjects.  

Moreover, it was the Catholic Church that brought Spanish influence to the local level, especially 

in the rural parishes, and were at the front lines of incorporating Indians into the empire.
89

  

Adriann Van Oss’s Catholic Colonialism underscores the point that while Bourbon bureaucracy 

was concentrated in Santiago, it was the Catholic Church that continued to extend Spanish 

influence at the local level.
90

  As such the Church maintained both a central role in the colonial 

project, especially in the task of turning unruly Indians into model citizens.  On this point, the 

church offered its own prescription for social control.  Rural priests were at the forefront of not 

only creating obedient Christians and loyal subjects, but also in combating drunkenness and 

other social ills associated with alcohol use and abuse. 

Sent by King Charles III, the record of Cortés y Larraz’s visita spanning from 1768 until 

1770 as chronicled in Descripcion geografico-moral de la diocesis de Goathemala described a 

less than ideal relationship that existed between the rural churches and indigenous 

communities.
91

  Throughout his account, Cortés y Larraz illustrated the plight of the Indian and 

the challenges facing both local parishes and governments.  He was surprised to learn of the 

brutality that Indian tribute communities encounter at the hands of both priests and government 

officials.  He was also startled by the lack of comprehension of Christian doctrine and names 

drunkenness, or embriaguez, in conjunction with idleness, improper sexual relations, wife-
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beating, and murder as vices and abuses to be combated from the pulpit and through the 

catechism.  Most significant, he laments the failure of Spanish authority in transforming the rural 

Indian into an obedient and loyal Christianized subject.
92

   

The account of Archbishop Cortés y Larraz’s visita complements Juan José González de 

Batres’s 1735 court case by demonstrating how Spanish authority was consolidated and exerted 

outside of Santiago.  His narrative was one that underscored the perceived role of the Catholic 

Church as at the center of the colonial project.  It also identified the Indian problem and implored 

the need for action.  This is to say, it was clear that for Cortés y Larraz the corruptive influence 

of alcohol was one of many societal ills that could be combated through Christianization and 

productive participation in Spanish colonial society which included attending church, wearing 

shoes, and providing cheap labor.
93

  In keeping with the description of the Archbishop, the 

Indian of the newly independent Guatemala was not only exploited for land and tribute, but also 

reviled as lazy, stupid, dirty, and drunk.
94

   

Despite a 1781 ban on the sale of distilled alcohol to Indian villages the problem of 

drunkenness, so acutely observed by Cortés y Larraz, was far from dwindling.   In 1770, 

following the culmination of the Archbishop’s inspection, a survey was sent to the priests of the 

Audiencia’s parishes the results of which revealed the clergy’s low opinion of public morality
95

  

Of 113 priests, only sixteen failed to respond with a denouncement of widespread misbehavior.  

A total of ninety-two priests specifically referenced drunkenness as the most common complaint.  

The results of the questionnaire in conjunction with the Archbishop’s own account illustrated a 
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need to continue to combat alcohol use and abuse.  Moreover, both the Archbishop’s dismay 

over the administration of many of the rural parishes as well as his identification of drunkenness 

as the predominant vice afflicting the Audiencia underscored the contradictions of Spanish 

authority and the cracks in the colonial system.  While the Catholic Church lost much of its 

economic power during the Bourbon period, it retained its prestige and still remained the 

colonial institution most urgently tasked with establishing social order in the name of the 

consolidation of Spanish authority.   

 Both church and state maintained a discourse of social control that decried alcohol’s 

corrupting influences.  Yet, neither prescription managed to curb its production, sale, or 

consumption.  For example, regulations, orders, decrees, monopolies,and taxes only managed to 

create a black market for its production and sale.  While clandestine activity is difficult to 

quantify, attempts to limit the underground chicha trade and an increase in violent crime 

associated with it suggests it was an important part of the informal colonial economy.
96

  As such, 

it undermined colonial authority while also offering lucrative opportunities for disillusioned 

Creole merchant elites.  Interestingly, chicha which was a cheaper alternative to aguardiente 

made from a mixture of fermented maize and sugar was typically drunk by Indians.  Its 

popularity on the black market suggests either a demand from Indian communities or, more 

likely that Indian’s were actively producing chicha themselves.  A sizable contraband traffic was 

especially prevalent outside of the Audiencia’s urban centers as the colonial period drew to a 

close.
97

 The connection between the illegal production and widespread availability of alcoholic 

beverages, like chicha and aguardiente, and drunkenness is made all the more clear through 
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examples of public disturbances and incidences of crimes and deaths on the streets of Santiago 

de Guatemala which largely point to Indians and castas as both victims and perpetrators.
98

   

Quetzaltenango’s 1786 Aguardiente Riot and the Limits of Spanish Authority 

Quetzaltenango’s 1786 Aguardiente Riot illustrated a multi-level response to the 

regulation and control of alcohol in Bourbon Guatemala.  The riot not only reflected an 

explosion of tensions between Creoles and Peninsulares, but also between the local population 

and Spanish authority.   While Bourbon economic reforms aimed to consolidate and centralize, 

the role of the cabildo and of the Creole economic elite was all but reaffirmed.  The riot emerged 

as a protest to demand the expulsion of three recently arrived Spaniards.  Nearly 1,500 men, 

women, K’iche’s, Mestizos, and Spaniards assembled in Quetzaltenango’s town plaza to present 

their petition to the corregidor, Fernando Corona.
99

  The reason for the petition was the 

unprecedented and intrusive crackdown of bootleg alcohol production that proceeded the 1785 

monopoly that was granted to Joséph Rodriguez, one of the recently arrived Spaniards who then 

went into business with the other two.
100

  Much in the way that it can be inferred that Juan José 

González de Batres acted in an effort to protect his own economic interests, the same can be said 

of Corona who did not immediately award the monopoly due to his own stake in the aguardiente 

trade.  A discourse of propriety in which the assumptions and ascriptions that informed elite 

notions of el indio boracho were evoked by both the corregidor and the asentistas, or 

monopolists.  This underscored the mounting tensions between Creoles and Peninsulares as well 

as the contradictions of Spanish authority that manifested during the riot.  In a move that served 
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only to reaffirm their casta identity, the K’iche principales aligned with the asentistas ,who were 

viewed as an extension of Spanish authority.  Yet, doing so dramatically limited their ability to 

respond to an increasingly disillusioned urban population.  The riot not only exacerbated existing 

racial tensions, but also intensified the friction between Creole merchants like Corona and 

Peninsulars like Rodriguez.  

The re-establishment of the aguardiente monopoly in 1784 aimed to not only undercut the 

prevalence of the clandestine production, sale, and consumption of alcohol for the public health 

and well-being of the general population, but also to protect liquor imports from both Spain and 

Peru in an effort to divert profits away from Creole merchants and towards the Crown.
101

  

Eliciting a far greater response than when the monopoly was revoked in 1766, the monopoly and 

those sent to administer it faced unprecedented resistance.  As Greg Grandin describes, 

Quetzaltenango was not only the site of one of the largest Indian uprisings of the 18th century, 

but was also evidence of the larger demographic shifts.
102

  As a result of the 1773 earthquake, 

Quetzaltenango experienced a population boom when exiles from Santiago opted not to 

participate in hard work of reconstructing a capital city in Nueva Guatemala, today’s Guatemala 

City and instead relocated to Quetzaltenango.  Quetzaltenango’s growing population gave rise to 

a demographic shift with the casta population increasing while the Indian population 

proportionately decreased.  Despite such changes in the city’s ethnic makeup and only three 

years after the 1781 ban on the sale of distilled alcohol to Indian villages, the monopoly was 

extended to Quetzaltenango.  Moreover, and as Grandin shows, this shift dramatically eroded the 
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unique political power previously enjoyed by K’iche elites.  As a result, Indian principales 

looked to the state to maintain the power and privilege enjoyed by this casta population in a 

contradictory move that deepened ethnic identity while attempting to increase state power.
103

 

The Aguardiente Riot demonstrated the limits of Spanish authority in Bourbon 

Guatemala.  By extending the 1784 estanco to Quetzaltenango, the Crown aimed to increase 

revenue at the expense of social order.  Street-level tensions and competitions culminated with a 

mass protest against the Crown.  These tensions highlighted the broader demographic changes in 

the Audiencia, the emergence of an influential Creole merchant class, and the prevalence and 

significance of alcohol at nearly all levels of civil society.  More than just an affront to the 

Creole merchants, the estanco undermined local underground networks of aguardiente 

production, sale, and consumption.  While the Bourbon’s ultimately failed in their attempts to 

regulate, control, and profit off of alcohol use and abuse, the aguardiente riot demonstrated the 

need for social control with discourses of propriety and morality persisting.  Both church and 

state echoed the same notion of alcohol’s corrupting influence on an already vulnerable 

population.  Both seemingly attempted to combat and even remake el indio borracho; from the 

Archbishop of Guatemala to rural parish priests and from Creole merchants like Gonzalez de 

Batres to Pensnsulares like Rodriguez, both church and state eagerly called upon el indio 

borracho in presenting their prescriptions for social control.  In doing so, they all the more 

entrenched this image and stereotype into the new national discourses that accompanied 

independence.   

Booze, Beer, and Nation-Building 
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Colonial attitudes towards liquor largely framed the ways in which the Castillo brothers 

produced and sold their beer.  Nearly a century after Quetzaltenango’s 1786 Aguardiente Riot, 

the Cervecería Centroamericana launched its emblematic Gallo beer.  Prior to the founding of the 

Cervecería, a magazine article echoed the defense raised by Don Ambrosio Pasos.  With many 

European-owned breweries already running in Guatemala City, the 1876 article suggested that 

the increased consumption of beer would be beneficial to the health and well-being of the 

population, arguing it would help to combat alcoholism by decreasing the amount of aguardiente 

consumed by the Indian population.
104

  Despite the political and economic shifts that 

accompanied the post-independence period, an elite discourse surrounding alcohol’s use and 

abuse persisted.    

Essential to the new task of nation-building was the management of the relationship 

between the new state and society with the debates that surrounded the regulation of alcohol in 

both Bourbon Guatemala lingering well into the twentieth century.  Rather than engaging with 

these debates, Rafael and Mariano Castillo Cordoba successfully promoted their product by 

shifting the discourse.  One of the most salient legacies to emerge from the Bourbon period was 

the association of alcohol and ascription of drunkenness as cultural traits inherent to Guatemala’s 

majority Indian population. As the next chapter will show, by utilizing science and technological 

advancement they argued that beer was unlike aguardiente, launching their own ladinization 

campaign whereby Indians could trade in their aguardiente and up for beer.  Yet, trading in one 

addictive substance for another only reaffirmed notions of drunkenness, backwardness, and 

racial degeneration.  Even so, as the marketing emphasized, their Gallo beer was expertly and 
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scientifically distilled, the modern drink for the modern Guatemalan man.  This new discourse 

won the Castillo brothers the necessary economic and political concessions for them grow their 

brewery into one of the Guatemala’s most successful, profitable, and recognizable industries in 

the country.   

As the Bourbon period came to a close and as independence loomed closer, the 

discourses of social control as they related to alcohol use and abuse were as prescient as ever.  

These discourses emerged as mechanisms, or prescriptions, of social control in which 

conceptions of morality and moral behavior were not only talked about, but also directly and 

deeply influenced nation-building projects in the new century.  The fact that alcohol abounded at 

all levels of colonial society and yet was the subject of years of litigation and debate further 

reflects the significance of both Juan José González de Batres’s 1735 court case and Padre 

Cortés y Larraz’s two year visita.  By looking at the different ways that two colonial institutions 

talked about alcohol, drunkenness, and the relationship between the state and civil society, it is 

clear that in each case the discourse was primarily directed at Indian communities that were 

commonly viewed as vulnerable and easily susceptible to vice.  Because both church and state 

used such forceful language in emphasizing social control, their discourses were institutionalized 

to such an extent that post-independence notions of race and national identity remained tied to 

colonial structures and processes that firmly entrenched the all-important distinctions between 

Indio and Ladino.  

The Bourbons failed to regulate and control alcohol production, sale, and consumption in 

the Audiencia de Guatemala.  Rather than increase revenue and exert social control, the 

establishment of monopolies, bans, and increased regulations like the consejos and autos of 
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Santiago only served to further strengthen the Creole merchant elite and push alcohol production, 

sale, and consumption underground.  While the state’s prescriptions for social control failed, it 

largely succeeded in keeping the discourse that linked drunkenness with vice relevant.  The 

church offered valuable contributions, through its observations and prescriptions that then 

produced racially charges assumptions and ascriptions.  During the Bourbon period it remained 

at the center of the colonial project in extending Spanish authority and influence to rural and 

predominantly Indian communities.  That the discourse continues reflects that the Church also 

failed to curb alcohol consumption and drunkenness in its prescription for social control through 

Catholic catechism.  Nevertheless, as both the church and state aimed to regulate and control 

alcohol use and abuse, neither institution managed to combat the image of el indio borracho.  On 

the contrary, in both practice and in discourse both institutions contributed to its entrenchment in 

exclusionary nation-building projects at the turn of the century.   

  Throughout the twentieth century the Castillo family and the Cervecería 

Centroamericana encountered the same ambivalence that characterized the Bourbon response to 

liquor.  One the one hand, it offered a lucrative economic gain for the state.  The success of the 

Cervecería was celebrated for the economic development that it brought to Guatemala, especially 

when its Gallo beer was the country’s showcase at World’s Fairs and Beer Festivals across 

Europe.  On the other hand, the widespread availability of cheap alcohol only compounded the 

situation facing the rural and increasingly dispossessed Indian population that fell victim to the 

wrath of harsh vagrancy laws, precisely because of the stereotypes associated with alcohol’s 

corrupting influence.  There is no doubt that very few in Guatemala were concerned with the 

impact of alcohol and alcoholism on Guatemala’s Indian population.  Instead, these images 
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helped to solidify notions that Indians were a hindrance to national development and therefore 

could not and should not enjoy the fruits of it.  Ironically, just as in the Bourbon period, Indians 

were essential to liberal development and nation-building.  Yet, the nation that political elites and 

the oligarchy envisioned did not include the Indian majority.  The post-independence state was 

just as complex and conflict ridden as it was under Bourbon authority.
105

  Colonial legacies 

continued to shape post-independence nation-building as an historical and hegemonic process.  

As the subsequent chapters will show, many of the themes discussed here maintained relevance 

especially at the beginning of the twentieth century as nation-building project were just getting 

started; they prompted the emergence of the Castillo dynasty, a shift in popular tastes, and the 

persistence of el indio borracho as an image just as identifiable with the Guatemalan nation as 

Gallo. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CON MOSCA O SIN MOSCA: THE SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY OF BEER-

MAKING AND NATION-BUILDING 
 

Aquello era cosa de locura. 

That was a crazy thing. 

-Mariano Arzu, on the fast-paced growth of the Cervecería Centroamericana,  

El Espectador, September 26, 1958 

 

 Even the official stationary of the Cervecería Centroamericana illustrated a discourse of 

modernity, placing science and technology front and center.  Taking up nearly a quarter of a 

page, the intricate illustration featured at the top of a 1923 letter from the desk of Mariano 

Castillo to the Ministro de Fomento featured an organized and orderly Finca El Zapote flanked 

artfully on each side by hops and sheaths of wheat.  Plumes of steam poured out of the smoke 

stacks that stood neatly beside the masterfully planned complex that housed the country’s most 

popular brewery.
106

  Once located well beyond the confines of the capital, by the middle of the 

twentieth century El Zapote was at the heart of the growing city.  The image captured on the 

company letterhead quickly became commonplace as the new century wore on.  For their 

investment in new technologies and their commitment to a scientific approach to beer making, 

the Cervecería Centroamericana came to be synonymous with modernity.   The Castillo brothers 

convincingly utilized science and technology to craft a corresp[onding discourse of modernity 

that launched their Cervecería Centroamericana and the popular Gallo beer just years later.  This 

not only won them key political and economic concessions that ensured the Cervecería’s growth, 

but also was key to Gallo’s rising popularity.  By mid-century, alongside newspaper articles that 

chronicled the tense moments that came to characterize the period, were multi-page spreads that 
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showcased a very specific image of the Cervecería.  Year after year, the press displayed images 

of the newest technology accompanied by narratives that described the investment and 

advancement that the brewery brought to a nation that lacked cohesion and national unity on 

nearly all fronts.
107

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letterhead from the Cervecieria Centroamericia.  Photograph taken at the Cerveceria 

Centroamericana. 

 

In this chapter, I examine the ways in which Mariano and Rafael Castillo drew upon, 

appropriated, and contributed to a discourse of modernity in order to consolidate their monopoly 
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on beer production in the country.  At first, these discourses echoed and even mimicked 

European techniques and aesthetics, but the Castillos also embraced and intensely nationalist 

discourse through which Gallo became both the national beverage and a prominent national 

symbol.  Even at its inception, the Castillo brothers showcased science and technology within 

this discourse in an effort to gain the crucial fiscal incentives and tariff protections that would 

launch and sustain the Cervecería Centroamericana.
108

  As popular tastes shifted, modernity was 

also highlighted in the promotion of their most popular product.  Its widespread availability 

together with the most advanced technology, state of the art machinery, scientific distilling 

techniques, and imported ingredients suddenly made modernity accessible to the masses.  In this 

chapter, I argue that Gallo’s growing popularity had everything to do with a modernity that in 

discourse promised inclusion, but in practice all the more entrenched both the Castillos position 

in the oligarchy as well as the firm divisions that excluded Indios and Ladinos from participating 

in the nation their labor was building.   

Power and Influence: The Inception of the Cervecería Centroamericana 

 

 In 1886, the year of the Cervecería Centroamericana’s formal establishment, Mariano 

Castillo Cordova wrote a notarized letter in response to an appeal that was raised by a rival 

brewer in Guatemala City.
109

  Prior to the letter Castillo was granted the exclusive privilege to 

produce beer by the government of Guatemala on December 14, 1885.  Immediately, Pedro 

Bertholin, the second generation owner of the original Cervecería Nacional in Guatemala City 
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contested the great advantage that was granted to the Castillo brothers.
110

  The subsequent letter 

sent from Mariano Castillo to the Ministro de Fomento on January 22, 1896 responded to 

Bertholin’s claims in such a way that not only showcased strong language and personal attacks, 

but also highlighted the Cervecería Centroamericana’s novel use of technology in the production 

of beer.
111

  Mariano and Rafael Castillo aimed to revolutionize the process through which beer 

was made in Guatemala.  In his letter, Mariano described the importation of an ice machine as 

well as a refrigeration system from Germany.
112

  By bringing foreign machinery and know-how 

to the country, the Castillo brothers not only shifted a trajectory of economic extraction and 

exploitation by importing raw materials that were then refined in the county for domestic 

consumption, but also took the initial critical steps in introducing an industry unlike any other in 

Guatemala.  In building his argument Mariano Castillo relied upon a discourse in which 

technological advancement was synonymous with the emergence of both robust national 

industries and national pride. 

 In addition to Castillos pointed letter, other more contemporary sources including 

commemorative newspaper features demonstrate just how central science and technology were 

in perpetuating a discourse of modernity.  Notably, this discourse remains all the more influential 

as the Castillos and Gallo continue to angle for a place of prominence and popularity across 

Guatemala.  Articles from  popular newspapers like El Gráfico and Prensa Libre highlighted the 

Cervecería in multi-page spreads and commemorative editions that celebrated its achievements 
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and underscored its investments in in the country.
113

  An example from a sixty-four page special 

centennial edition insert to El Grafico that describes the quality of Gallo beer demonstrates how 

discourses of science, technology and modernity melded with an intense nationalism: “Not all of 

the beers of the world have the same brilliance, color, and unmistakable clarity as Gallo”.
114

 

As the brewery reached certain milestone anniversaries, most recently one-hundred and twenty-

five years in business, it became increasingly clear that its economic success was inherently tied 

to its embrace of a unique blend of cosmopolitanism and patriotism that fostered industrial 

development and economic growth.    

The Castillos went even a step further and throughout the twentieth century later wielded 

unprecedented degrees of cultural hegemony by articulating a seemingly inclusive discourse of 

modernity that gave the illusion of national cohesion; a project that the state was simply unable 

or unwilling to fold into their liberal development and nation-building agenda.  The 1972 launch 

of a new slogan, “Creemos, confiamos e invertimos en Guatemala” – We Believe , We Trust , 

and We Invest in Guatemala –conveyed the continued use of a discourse in which the use of 

technology made for a superior product that all Guatemalans could look to as a source of 

refreshment and pride.  In addressing the Ministro de Fomento, the language utilized by Mariano 

Castillo reveals one of the very first instances in which technology was showcased as both a 

distinguishing characteristic of the Cervecería Centroamericana as well as the single most 

significant factor in launching one of the country’s most successful domestic industries.  From its 

inception, science and technology were utilized by the Castillos as discursive frame to not only 
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promote their product, but more importantly to garner key concessions needed to ensure its 

success. 

Echoing the foreign influence on the beer industry at the time, in 1896 Gallo was initially 

released under the name Lager-Bier and prominently featured a picture of a rooster on it.  It was 

not until the mid-twentieth century as a result of shifting tastes and its growing popularity that 

both the name and the label were changed to simply Gallo.  In changing the name, the Cervecería 

Centroamericana recognized both the unprecedented popularity as well as the national pride that 

swelled for their beer across the country.  Yet, the process of shifting popular tastes was not 

initially an easy task for the Castillo brothers.  The increased popularity of beer and the growth 

of the Cervecería Centroamericana were largely due to the protections it was given by the 

Guatemalan government.  The Castillos won these incentives and protections due to the 

discourse of modernity they appropriated and so clearly and consistently conveyed, but also in 

large part because of the growing influence of their extensive family network.   

 During a tense post-independence period, the Castillo brothers drew upon the well 

articulated discourse of morality and reframed it into a discourse of modernity.  As such, they 

were able to successfully shift the discourse away from the social ills associated with alcohol and 

drunkenness and instead towards technological advancement that became the key for economic 

development and industrialization.  Elites perceived that social disorder was firmly rooted in the 

drunkenness and alcoholism largely associated with Indios that consumed uncontrolled amounts 

of aguardiente.  These notions offered a poignant point of contrast as the Castillo brothers 

initially launched their product.  Because of its superior quality, their beer was touted an an 

alcoholic beverage that was a healthier alternative to other types of crude home-brewed distilled 



71 

spirits such as aguardiente and chicha. Rather than focus on the social ills associated with alcohol 

use and abuse, the Castillos articulated a discourse of modernity that instead reflected the way in 

which the use of technology created an alcoholic beverage of exceptional quality that was good 

for public consumption.
115

  Discursively, the liberal state now had an alternative narrative to el 

indio borracho as popular tastes began to shift away from aguardiente and towards beer as the 

beverage of the modern era.  To be clear, el indio borracho never went away.  Liberal 

development, wage labor, and the elusive promise of inclusion perpetuated by Gallo all the more 

entrenched this stereotype.  Instead, and again echoing legacies from Bourbon Guatemala, the 

state turned its attention to the beer industry as a lucrative revenue stream as well as a pathway to 

economic development.  The taxation of both the production of beer as well as the consumption 

of each bottle of beer was the source of heated debate at the turn of the century and beyond.  

Even at its inception, the burgeoning beer industry offered not only a lucrative source of revenue 

for the state, but also a means by which to achieve domestic economic development.   The 

emergence of the Cervecería Centroamericana not only prompted a shift in the trajectory of 

domestic economic development, but also in the consumption and certain alcoholic beverages.  

The use technology in both the production of beer and in the discourse that surrounded it 

explains how the Castillo brothers garnered both popularity and prestige though not without the 

help of an extensive network that fostered their success. 

Rafael and Mariano Castillo understood that the longstanding notions of morality and 

prescriptions for social control were just as salient at the turn of the century as they were in 

Bourbon Guatemala.  By highlighting scientific techniques and novel technologies they were 
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able to successfully to move beyond these discourses and instead offer new contributions to 

discourses of modernity.  On a practical level, they drew upon science and technology as a 

means to distinguish themselves from their competitors and to win valuable concessions from the 

state.  Prior to Guatemala’s turn towards liberalism, conservative president Rafael Carrera clung 

tightly to the structures and institutions that characterized Spanish rule including the state 

monopoly on alcohol.
116

  Following a relatively peaceful transition to independence, the new 

country endured nearly two decades of political infighting between Liberals and Conservatives 

until Carrera was ultimately brought to power.  From illiterate ladino to charismatic caudillo, 

Carrera successfully led a peasant rebellion against liberal rule (1838-1839) before his reign that 

lasted from 1839-1865.  The conservative caudillo brought about a restoration of Spanish values, 

with colonial institutions like the Church and class structures reaffirmed and protected.   

Throughout the Carrera dictatorship alcohol was once again at the center of economic 

and social debates.  Similar to the Bourbon period, Carrera weighed the economic benefits of the 

revenue derived from taxes on its production and sale with its detriments to society.  Under 

Carrera the colonial monopoly system was restored in an effort to restrict the sale of alcohol to 

the masses.  Moves to curb the availability of alcohol included limiting licensed taverns in the 

capital city to just six and allowing none in towns where the majority of the population was 

Indian as well as cracking down on the clandestine production and sale of aguardiente.
117

  Under 

Carrera the state also continued to levy taxes and licensing fees that both established a crucial 

revenue stream and aimed to limit the widespread availability of alcohol throughout the country.  
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By 1851 monthly licensing fees ranged from 10 to 270 pesos, with rates reaching as high as 405 

pesos in subsequent years.
118

  Amid protests, by 1856 many vendors paid as little as 4 pesos.  In 

the same year, beer was gaining popularity in the capital and Carrera established controls on that 

emerging industry as well requiring a license for its production and sale.  In September of 1856, 

six foreign owned breweries in the capital were granted licenses for a $10 monthly fee, but were 

prohibited from selling beer outside of the city.  Only a short time later, on October 2, 1856 this 

decision with Carrera allowing for unlimited breweries to be established throughout the country 

for a one-time flat-rate of $12.
119

   

The state monopolies on alcohol were abolished following the Liberal Revolution of 

1871.  Nevertheless, the state continued to extract revenue through a sales tax and controlled the 

number of distilleries and breweries by offering only a limited number of licenses.  In 1877, the 

first of the liberal dictators, Justo Rufino Barrios (1877-1885) lifted the sales tax on beer opening 

up the industry to any firm that could pay the monthly tax of 100 pesos.
120

  The Castillo brothers 

seized the opportunity and in 1882, formed a partnership with Baltazar Felice and Pablo Vela, 

two prominent business men in Guatemala City that were known for their brewing capabilities.  

Together, the four men formed la Sociedad de la Cervecería Centroamericana and out of a small 

house in Guatemala City’s Zone 1, operated a modest brewery.
121

  Felice and Vela not only 

provided financial backing to the newly established firm, but were also recognized by the state 

for the knowledge and skill that they brought to the craft.  In the same year, the Castillo brothers 
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also launched another business venture in the capital city, the Farmacia Issac Sierra y Cia 

thereby forming La Sociedad Lara y Cia.
122

  At the time, Mariano Castillo Cordova was just 

twenty-four years old and was trained as an accountant at the University of San Carlos in 

Guatemala City, while Rafael was twenty-three and was Industrial Chemist who also received 

his training at San Carlos.   As the Sociedad de la Cervecería Centroamericana was initially 

established, their first enterprise, the Farmacia Issac Sierra y Cia provided the start-up capital for 

its development.
123

  Notably, in his 1896 letter to the Ministro de Fomento, Castillo closes his 

argument by mentioning his partner on the pharmacy side, Dr. Issac Sierra as an authority on the 

high quality of both their distinct process of beer making as well as the conditions of the 

production of beer.
124

   

Under the Influence: Foreign Brewing and Guatemalan Beer 

German influence on beer making in Guatemala was important from the beginning.  

From positivism and romantic modernism to the distinctive architecture of Guatemala City’s 

Sexta Avenida to beer labels and advertisements, this influence contributed to a markedly 

European sensibility and aesthetic from which the initial strides towards modernity emerged in 

the early years of the twentieth century.
125

  Nearly a century later, foreign influence was still an 

important element in distinguishing the Cervecería’s product.  In 1986, a German trained master-

brewer for the Cervecería commented, “Guatemala is a country with a tradition of ‘what is 

foreign is always better’ this helps to explain to the phenomenon that beer is unquestionably the 
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preferred drink”.
126

  This statement revealed that the distinctly foreign influence on Guatemala’s 

growing beer industry contributed greatly to its appeal.  The Castillos were then tasked with 

transforming this uniquely foreign beverage into a mass commodity for domestic consumption.  

While many of the small European-owned breweries existed since the mid-eighteenth century, 

the inception of the liberal period prompted growth in this industry.  Following the boom in the 

coffee industry, many of the German owned breweries included Cervecería Inglesa (founded in 

1875), Cervecería Alemana de Haessler y Compania (founded in 1877), and Cervecería la 

Estrella de Meyer y Roche (founded in 1888).
127

   The production of beer in Guatemala was 

initially started through a wave of Belgian and German immigrants that settled in the town of 

Santo Tomas de Guatemala.   Prior to the formation of La Sociedad de la Cervecería 

Centroamericana the only registered brewers were foreigners and included such family names as 

Rauch, Reichenverg, Bendfeldt, Bertholin, Haeussler, Rheiner, and Kreitz.
128

  Other breweries 

including the Cervecería Guatemalteca owned by Doctor don Felipe Barraza and the Cervecería 

Nactional owned by Aristedes Bertholin, father of the aforementioned Pedro Bertholin, also 

emerged in the late nineteenth century.  

The Castillo brothers entered the beer industry in the late nineteenth century with a great 

deal of business savvy.  By partnering with Felice and Vela they gained the technical expertise 

needed in order to move forward with applying for the exclusive privilege to produce beer using 

only the latest technology to do so.  With ties to agriculture, through their investments in coffee, 

a successful pharmacy that extended to the east of the country, and now their incursion into the 
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growing beer industry, in 1884 the Castillo brothers moved to consolidate their businesses.  By 

1888, they were able to buy out their partners and under their exclusive management and 

ownership they reorganized their diverse firm as Castillo Hermanos.
129

  The Castillo brothers 

consolidated their hold on both businesses and established a powerful economic dynasty in 

which only legitimate family members were able to participate in the business of running and 

growing the brewery.
130

  Mariano Castillo exploited the relationship with his German-born 

partners Felice and Vela, presenting detailed plans, models, and descriptions to the Ministro de 

Fomento of the entirely new system of beer production in the country that were developed only 

as a result of that partnership.
131

  In December of 1885, he and was then granted the exclusive 

privilege by the state to develop a modern brewery.
132

  This concession was predicated on the 

introduction of new technologies that would bring domestically produced beer up to the same 

high quality of imported European beers.  The Castillos had six months to install new machinery 

including a refrigeration system and ice machines or the government could rescind its eight-year 

concession.
133

 

The year 1886 marked a significant moment for the Castillo brothers with the formal 

establishment of the Cervecería Centroamericana.  The year also marked a turning point for the 

other previously established breweries in Guatemala City.  By the end of the nineteenth century, 

with the help of the liberal state and the use of German technologies the Castillo brothers 

strategically consolidated their monopoly on the beer industry by buying out nearly all 
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competing breweries.  As such and as can be inferred by Mariano Castillos letter to the Ministro 

de Fomento from the same year, the initial establishment of the Cervecería marked a tumultuous 

period in the history of the Guatemalan beer industry in which the Castillos began the process of 

eliminating their competition and consolidating their monopoly on the beer industry.
134

   In the 

letter written in January 1886, Mariano Castillo made the argument that new technology and 

better brewing methods would not only make a better beer for the public to enjoy, but would also 

be a clear expression of Guatemalan national pride.
135

  The letter came in response to a challenge 

launched by rival brewer Pedro Bertholin.  From the language used in Mariano’s response, 

Bertholin was challenging not only the rights that the Castillo brothers were given to produce 

beer, but also that such a privilege would give them an unfair and unfounded advantage.  

Throughout his ten-page response, Mariano cited technological advancement, scientific 

methodology, patriotism, and economic development in order to make his case that the 

Cervecería Centroamericana was rightly granted the exclusive privilege to produce a superior 

beer using the newest technologies and techniques.
136

 

 The great emphasis on producing a product of exceptional quality was indeed 

significant to the Castillo brothers; their business model and marketing strategy was all the more 

predicated upon it throughout the twentieth century.  Even in the early years they emphasized 

this in an effort to shift popular tastes away from aguardiente and towards beer.  By also drawing 

upon discourses of morality and concerns over social control, they made the case that their beer 

was a healthy and modern alternative that might even aid in solving the mounting Indian 
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problem.  In explaining the great strides made by the Castillo brothers in brewing a beer that was 

of high quality and would be good for the health of the general public, El Grafico details the 

initial crude nature of beer making by many of the earlier European owned and operated 

breweries established in Guatemala City.
137

  In order to market these early beers beyond their 

own European elite, they added additional quantities of sugar to their recipes.  By sweetening the 

beer it would then taste more akin to the much sweeter and more popular aguardiente.  The 

sugary concoction attracted swarms of flies to the brewing process resulting in the earliest bottles 

of beer sold con mosca o sin mosca – with or without flies.  Also utilizing a discourse of 

modernity grounded the scientific process and technological achievements of the Cervecería El 

Grafico goes on to provide further details of the initially crude approach to beer making, 

“Despite a low demand for beer, it was distributed across the city, even to its furthest corners, by 

carts pulled by horses that ran in what those days was called great distances with the client 

consuming it the same day since it was not pasteurized and not of high quality”.
138

  Unsanitary 

brewing conditions combined with a lack of refrigeration meant that these early beers had to be 

enjoyed the same day that they were purchased. When Mariano Castillo wrote his letter in 1896 

it was likely with the image of dead flies floating to the top of warm beer that was on his mind.  

He was pointed in his critiques of the inferior beers produced by longstanding foreign distillers 

like Pedro Bertholin and his Cervecería Nacional.  As a son of Guatemala, he proposed a 

transformative vision for bringing modernity to the country by introducing the science and 

technology needed to produce a high quality national beer.   

Extending the Influence: The Castillo Dynasty 
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Prior to the inception of the Cervecería Centroamericana, through their position in the 

oligarchy the Castillo brothers secured key concessions that aided in the brewery’s initial 

success.
139

  In addition to their founding of the Cervecería, the Castillo brothers also founded an 

impressive, extensive, and diverse family network with interests in commerce, banking, 

agriculture, and industry.
140

  Despite the deep-rooted tensions between Liberals and 

Conservatives that framed ongoing political contests and rivalries, this network allowed them to 

amass the influence needed to work within the established power structure rather than to compete 

with it.  As evidence of just how deep their network ran, in a 1986 feature that ran in El Gráfico 

celebrating the centennial of the Cervecería over sixty businesses, the majority of which were 

connected to the Castillos, purchased advertisements that congratulated and wished the family 

continued prosperity.
141

  They were more concerned with maintaining the prestige of the Castillo 

name and protecting the economic interests that secured their place in the oligarchy as 

Guatemala’s oldest industrial family.  Maria Elena Casaus Arzu contends that through marriage, 

the Castillos were connected to at least twenty other influential families.
142

  Paul Dosal takes 

Casaus’s findings a step further and argues that with this network and their investments in 

virtually every economic sector the Castillos were staunchly modernist, yet throughout the 

twentieth century they also held tight to a political philosophy that preserved the oligarchy’s 

power, prestige, and influence.
143
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 The Castillos growing family network ensured that the two brothers had enough political 

influence to gain these early concessions.  Their father, Jose Domingo Castillo Estrada was a 

member of the influential Sociedad Economica de los Amigos del Pais de Guatemala.  This was 

an organization of Guatemalan businessmen, a who’s who of the country’s landed oligarchy, that 

aimed to promote economic development in the country.
144

  As European immigrants that 

profited from the coffee boom began to establish breweries in Guatemala City in the mid-

nineteenth century, the Sociedad Economica supported the development of the beer industry as a 

means to diversify both agriculture and begin to industrialize.  A1873 article from the 

organization’s self-published, La Sociedad Economica, demonstrated the importance of domestic 

beer production, “Today, the consumption of beer in Guatemala is of some importance and every 

day we see new establishments opening.  We should remember that the introduction of this 

industry to the country began in Santo Tomas de Guatemala’.
145

  In this short article a few key 

themes are highlighted in order to distinguish beer making from other crude distilling processes.  

For example, the author uses examples from London and Paris to draw important parallels 

between beer production and consumption in these high-cultures and the introduction of the 

industry in Guatemala.  The science and technology inherent to brewing was also briefly 

discussed.  By linking European tastes and attitudes with science and technology, the Sociedad 

Economica clearly supported the earliest breweries for their contributions to the economic 

development of the country.  More importantly, through their support of this industry they 

articulated both a discourse and a plan for modernization that likely influenced the later decisions 
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of the liberal state to offer the concessions and protections that ensured the growth of the 

Cervecería Centroamericana.  For this group, the goal was not initially to promote 

industrialization in the capital city through.   Rather, they aimed to diversify agricultural 

production and through the cultivation of raw materials, to sustain the growing domestic beer 

industry.   

 Likely with the same goals of Mariano and Rafael to compete domestically with foreign 

products, this group also supported a third generation of Castillos and in the1960s briefly 

invested in the exploration of growing wheat and hops for use in domestic beer making.
146

  In the 

context of import substitution industrialization programs, this shortly lived initiative showed the 

Castillos ongoing commitment to the science and technology of beer making as well as to 

national industrial and economic development.  In an article from 1960, the national press 

argued, “By setting out to producing what it consumes, the Cerveceria Centroamericana 

understands the foundations of nationalism and aids the national economy to avoid the leakage of 

foreign exchange through taxes and tariffs”.
147

  Nevertheless, the move was more of a marketing 

scheme than an earnest effort to cultivate raw materials in Guatemala and the project was swiftly 

abandoned with the Castillos opting to import raw materials, in addition to machinery and skilled 

brewers from Europe.
148

  Despite this failure, la Sociedad Economica continued to be an ally, 

first of the introduction of the beer industry into the country and later to Castillo brothers and 

their investment in the economic development of a growing sector of the rapidly industrializing 
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nation.  Made by Guatemalans under the influence of foreign technology, ingredients, and know-

how, the introduction of the widely popular Gallo beer to the market echoed the discourse and 

goals that la Sociedad Economica laid out in 1873.   

As the letter in response to the challenge waged by Pedro Bertholin underscored, the 

Castillo brothers were given a significant advantages in the establishment of their new brewery.   

Due to its composition, la Sociedad Economica likely influenced the state decisions that 

prioritized the Castillos firm over other foreign brewers in the capital city.  The exclusive 

privilege granted to Mariano Castillo meant that no other brewery could import or utilize the 

same scientific techniques or technology that he was to introduce to the country.  It also meant 

that Castillo Hermanos was free from paying any tax on the importation of new machinery and 

technology into the country.  In the same year, the Castillo brothers bought out the Cervecería 

Guatemalteca, a local competitor, and were able to acquire their machinery.    

The Castillo brothers facilitated a dramatic shift in the still rudimentary process of beer 

making in Guatemala.  The granting of the exclusive privilege by the government of Guatemala 

meant that Mariano and Rafael Castillo were granted an enormous advantage over the other, 

rival brewers in Guatemala City.  Writing in support of such a decision and in a direct attack 

against Bertholin, Mariano wrote: 

Why is it that in the thirty years that the Bertholin family has been producing beer, he has only offered a 

drink of inferior quality that what I produce?  Why is it that he has not introduced in all of this time the system that I 

am going to introduce?  Why is it that he has not solicited, even though it has been four years since I have, and only 

after I have been granted the exclusive privilege, he only now contests it?
149
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Mariano’s argument emphasized a discourse in which technological advancement set the 

Cervecería Centroamericana apart from other breweries.  He was critical of Bertholin and the 

thirty years he had been in business.  In a 1961 retrospective article written by Arturo Castillo 

Azmitia, son of Mariano Castillo, he recalled the tensions between the Castillos and Bertholin 

drawing upon the same narrative that Mariano described.
150

  It was inconceivable and 

irresponsible that Bertholin, widely acknowledged as a respected as a brewer in the capital city 

did little to modernize or advance the industry.  With the support of the government, the Castillo 

brothers successfully installed new and imported beer making technology.  More significantly, 

they utilized that discourse in order to launch a successful challenge to the previously established 

European brewers in Guatemala City.  

Mariano Castillo argued that the use of new technology and the development of a new 

process of beer making would make for a better beer that more Guatemalans could enjoy.  The 

technology that he referred to was the introduction of a new cooling system and machinery for 

making ice.  He hoped to bring from Europe new methods, techniques, and machinery that 

previously were unknown in Guatemala.  According to the 1886 letter and to the exclusive 

privilege granted by the Guatemalan government to utilize and implement such new products, 

Mariano believed that though his brewery was relatively young in comparison to others he was 

the first to present such new ideas and therefore deserved the concession.  Again, referencing 

Pedro Bertholin by name, and wrote: 

The Bertholin men have produced been in the country for thirty years: during this long period of 

time, they have not only not thought to adopt a process for which I was given the exclusive privilege, but 

they have also not introduced a system to improve or perfect any aspect of production and the public is left 

with no choice but to accept this poor beverage that is produced in his establishment.  But this son of 

Guatemala would like to introduce a new process, for which I have been given the concession and to ensure 
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that the public is going to notice a noticeable benefit and a considerable improvement in the quality of this 

product...
151

 

 

It is no surprise that the Bertholin family, and their Cervecería Nacional, was ultimately closed 

and bought out by the Castillo brothers in 1890.  The discourse of technology utilized by 

Mariano Castillo made a convincing argument that the implementation of new technologies was 

inherently linked to economic development of Guatemala.  As his argument showed, the 

utilization of such new technologies would not only make a better beer, but would be better for 

the public health.  Despite that fact that the brewing methods, techniques, and machinery were all 

to be imported from Germany, he also crafted the argument that framed the concession an act of 

patriotism.  As was argued, the sons of Guatemala were best equipped with the task of bringing a 

better beer to the people of Guatemala.  That the Castillo brothers were granted the unique and 

exclusive privilege to produce beer in an entirely new fashion gave them an unprecedented 

advantage over their competitors.  

Extending the Influence: State Concessions and Industrial Development 

 The Castillos industrial success in the early years quickly became intertwined with 

emerging notions of modernity and nation-building.  While the state initially provided the 

concessions and protections that ensured the Cervecería Centroamericana’s growth, it was also 

becoming dependent on it for economic development.  What could be interpreted as another 

series of concessions that aided the Castillo brothers in consolidating their monopoly over beer, 
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could also be understood as efforts by the state to ensure a high yield on their initial investment.  

For example, in 1890 President Barillas abolished the tax on beer, but raised the monthly tax on 

brewers to 300 pesos.
152

  This decree may have brought new consumers to the market, but it also 

forced smaller breweries out of business.  Later, President Jose Maria Reyna Barrios reversed 

Barillas’s decree and rather than tax production, re-established a six peso tax on the sale of each 

bottle of beer.
153

  Wielding their newly garnered influence, the Castillos were able to lobby for a 

tax revision in 1895 that re-established a variable monthly tax on production that depended on 

the classification of the brewery.
154

  Of course, the Cervecería Centroamericana was classified 

and therefore taxed at the same level as other small breweries they out-produced ten to one and 

by 1913 they eliminated all of their competitors and solidified their influential and well-

respected place as the only brewery in Guatemala City.
155

   

 By the turn of the century, the Cervecería Centroamericana was nearly too big for state 

control.  Concessions and protectionist attitudes were now the result of the liberal state’s 

economic dependence on the continued success of the Castillo brothers and their diverse 

holdings and extensive family connections.  Moreover, the Cervecería contributed greatly to a 

new modern image that each successive liberal dictator was trying to convey through their 

respective development programs and projects.  No longer dependent on the state, but 

nevertheless benefiting from it, the Castillos seized upon these nation-building discourses and 

launched a half-million peso modernization program that confirmed their dominance of the 

industry.  From the machinery to the technicians, when Manuel Estrada Cabrera visited the 
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brewery in  April of 1899 it gave every impression of a German brewery and represented the 

type of progress he hoped to promote.
156

  Despite pledging his full support at the time, twenty 

years later and as a result of a mounting movement against him led by Mariano’s brother in law 

the aging dictator carried out an unsuccessful artillery assault on the same complex he once 

praised.
157

   

 For the Castillos, modernity had an inherently German look and feel.  They not only 

contracted German brewers, but also a German firm that was responsible for acquiring and 

installing new machinery.  The Compania Tecnica de Cervecería garnered a reputation in 

Germany for aiding some of that country’s most successful breweries in the initial installation of 

brewing technology.
158

  Aside from the process of importing the machinery, the installation of 

state of the art technology imported directly from Germany took more than three years and 

nearly half a million pesos to complete.
159

  By 1899, nearly every aspect of the complex at Finca 

El Zapote was imported from Germany.  El Grafico enumerated the extent of the state of the art 

technology that was imported and included the German company from which it was imported: 

 La casa que fabrico las calderas del establecimiento es la de R. Wolf de Magdeburgo. 

 La maquinaria productora del hielo es procedente de la Maschinefabrik, de Ausburgo. 

 Las maquinarias para preparar los caldos son de J.A. hartmann y Cia., de Offenbach. 

 Los tonales fueron fabricados por la casa de M.B. Bodenheinn, de Cassel. 

 Los motores electricos se hicieron venir de la caca de Siemens & Hadskes de Berlin.
160 

 

From the design and the layout of the buildings, to the machinery they housed, the process of 

bringing foreign brewing technology to Guatemala City signified one of the most substantial and 
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influential investments in domestic industry.  That such investment was intended for domestic 

consumption rather than exportation represented a unique instance in which, unlike the case with 

coffee, Guatemala was not only the center for technological advancement and the refining of raw 

materials, the general population could enjoy the fruits of domestic labor and production. 

 Commemorative features that ran in national newspapers such as El Gráfico and El 

Prensa Libre also utilized the same discourse of technological advancement and economic 

development.
161

  The most notable of the commemorative editions, were the spreads that ran in 

celebration of the one-hundred year anniversary in 1986 of the Cervecería Centroamericana.  By 

1986, and despite the ongoing civil war, this discourse also became the foundation for national 

cohesion.  Returning to the interview given by master-brewer Jose Alejandro Guzman for the 

centennial edition of El Grafico, he states: 

 Today, and for the past one-hundred years, the Guatemalan has faced a product and a company that he has 

identified with.  From the point of view of quality, Guatemala has enjoyed a product that satisfies our customs. From 

the point of view of the company we also see that the Cerveceria Centroamericana has been an example, whether by 

the success achieved, as well as by their employer-employee activities, social support, etc.  All of this together 

makes the same Guatemalan defend his beer without fearing being wrong, before any foreign product.
162

 

 

These commemorative spreads further highlighted the ways in which technology was utilized in 

the brewery’s early foundational years.   On the eve of the launch of Gallo beer, the Castillo 

brothers further showed their commitment to investing in new production technologies for 

domestic consumption.  As was noted in the centennial edition of El Grafico, in 1895 the Castillo 

brothers contracted three master brewers from Germany to come to Guatemala to install the 
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machinery and to teach them the proper brewing.
163

  As the letter from Mariano Castillo 

demonstrated, ensuring the high quality of the beer was the highest priority for the Castillo 

brothers.  This was evident in both with the presence of foreign beer experts as well as with the 

importation of German machinery and raw materials from Europe.
164

  Whereas Guatemala was 

exporting raw materials such as fruits and coffee, the Castillo brothers were instead importing 

raw materials for refining and distillation.  While the machinery and much of the skill came from 

Europe, Guatemala City soon became a world-class center for beer production that was destined 

not for Europe, but instead for the local tiendita or taverna.   

 Other than the silhouette of the Gallo rooster, no image of the Cervecería 

Centroamericana continues to be as embelmatic as Finca El Zapote.  With machinery in place 

and with master brewers sharing their knowledge and expertise, in 1888 the Castillo brothers 

fulfilled one of the terms of the exclusive privilege and purchased a vast plot of land just outside 

of the city called Finca El Zapote.
165

  By establishing the headquarters of the Cervecería 

Centroamericana at Finca El Zapote, the Castillo brothers fulfilled one of the terms that was 

required in order to maintain their exclusive privilege.  El Zapote was an expansive piece of land 

that sat beside a natural fresh water source.  The water was utilized not only as a raw material in 

the production of beer, but also as a source of power from which the Cervecería could be run.
166

  

In stipulating that the Cervecería should be moved from the center of the capital city to its 

outskirts, the Guatemalan government recognized just how crude the early production of beer 
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was as the use of stills in brewing beer was recognized as detrimental to the health of the general 

public.
167

  Even so, it was necessary to move the Cervecería to just outside the city, where access 

to capital’s population was still easy for distribution purposes and where new buildings that 

would house their newly imported machinery could be easily constructed.   

Even the process of importing the tools and materials needed for production underscored 

the goals of early modernizers.  Due to a lack of infrastructure including a reliable network of 

roads and a railroad, machinery like fermentation tanks were transported from the Atlantic coast 

to Guatemala City via steamship over the Motagua River.  At the turn of the century, the 

Castillos investment in their business demonstrated the limits of state sponsored modernity.  

While a priority under the various liberal development programs throughout the early twentieth 

century, the country’s lack of infrastructure limited the economic development of the country, 

especially as an important transition from agriculture to industry was underway.  While the 

Castillos faced challenges in simply transporting their machinery from the Atlantic coast to 

Guatemala City, they also faced nearly five years of legal battles against La Sociedad del 

Alhumbrado Electrico. In 1888 when the Castillos purchased El Zapote from the Banco 

Internacional for the sum of $12,000, they did so under the assumption that they could utilize the 

water from the river that ran through the property.
168

  Plagued by scandal and with unstable 

leadership, the Empresa de Alhumbrado Publico launched a series of protests to the Ministro de 

Goberino claiming their rights to access El Zapote and the water on it.  The Castillos continued 

to obstruct access and challenge the claims made by the electric company.  Finally, in 1895, the 
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government continued their support of the electric company by granting them access, but also 

noted the construction of another hydroelectric plant in Chinautla and the concession that was 

recently granted to to a German firm to take over and restructure the Empresa de Alhumbrado 

Publico.
169

  At the turn of the century, the Castillos were able affirm their claim on the water 

rights and it continues to be used to power the brewery and as a primary material for their beer. 

The Castillo brothers forged a new and necessary relationship between technology and 

industrialization offering new contributions to elite notions of modern nation-building.  As the 

conflict with the electric company demonstrated, the Castillos were quickly out pacing the vision 

of modernity that was being promoted by the liberal dictators.  It also showcased the limits of 

state rule.  With the electric company, the capital city was accustomed to street lights that did not 

go on at night because of the abuses and corruption rampant throughout the company and in their 

relationship with the state.  In fact, the revenue collected from beer sales was intended to fund 

the project to provide street lights to prevent disorderly conduct linked to drunkenness, but this 

never came to fruition.  While the Castillos received valuable concessions and protections from 

the state, as the later newspaper accounts were quick to point out, they were the ones to put up 

the capital and invest in the newest technologies and machinery.  With a majority in the country 

still preferring aguardiente over beer, their investment was still a bit of a gamble.  Even so, the 

Castillos were committed to a discourse of modernity in which science and technology were 

essential to broader plans for modernizing the nation.  Moreover, their investment not only 

ensured the ongoing success of their business and consolidated their monopoly, but also affirmed 
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their place in Guatemala’s oligarchy as the most powerful and extensive industrial families in the 

country.  

On what was once the outskirts of the city, Finca El Zapote remains the headquarters of 

the Cervecería Centroamericana and is located in what is today a traffic-packed Zone 2 of 

Guatemala City.  Even a 1981 editorial from El Imparcial points to the never ceasing car horns 

from traffic just beyond the brewery walls highlighting the rapid growth of the city around El 

Zapote.
170

  The Cervecería also remains the country’s longest continuously run domestic 

brewery.  Despite the great strides taken to build and diversify a robust national industry, it 

remains clear that foreign influence remained present as new developments were made.  The 

spreads that appeared in newspapers and magazines often featured multiple articles accompanied 

by photographs that together conveyed the sophistication and technological advancement of the 

Cervecería.  In 1936, in celebration of its fiftieth anniversary, a series of articles ran in national 

newspapers.  Papers like El Liberal Progresista  ran articles that featured many photographs that 

depicted the expansive brewery and its modern machinery.
171

  Such articles and images 

demonstrated the ways in which this domestic industry emerged as a source of pride for 

Guatemalans with the tangible work of modernity on display for all to see.  For example, 

alongside the testimonial accounts from the Cervecería’s workers were images of the gleaming 

stainless steel cisterns and fermentation tanks that were proudly in display for both their form 

and function in producing a distinctly Guatemalan brew.  In large part, the Cervecería 
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Centroamericana gained both its popularity and prestige by touting both its European influence 

the confirmed its modernity and its Guatemalan heritage. 

Throughout the twentieth century and as showcased in commemorative features in 

national newspapers, the Cervecería Centroamericana grew to encompass far more than just the 

production and sale of beer.  Notably, its location on a natural water source led to the emergence 

of Agua Pura Salvavidas in 1936, which along with the bottling company Embotelladores 

Unidos S.A. remains a subsidiary of the Cervecería Centroamericana.  By the mid-twentieth 

century the Cervecería also grew to include Canada Dry and Crush products and a distribution 

company was launched in order to deliver its products to nearly every locality within the country.  

Various economic reports and surveys illustrate the unprecedented growth of the beer industry in 

Guatemala throughout the twentieth century.  For example, a 1946 report sponsored by the Inter-

American Development Commission in Washington, D.C. cited the tremendous importance and 

potential of the Guatemalan alcohol industry.
172

  In 1951, a later report  that was sponsored by 

the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development  in collaboration with the 

Guatemalan government also underscored the significance of the Guatemalan beer industry and 

the potential for the expansion of the production and sale of soft drinks and mineral water.
173

  In 

data compiled from the Ministerio de Economia y Trabajo, the beer and alcohol industry 

outperformed nearly every other industry in both its production value and in its overall 

production.
174

  While such reports focus on agriculture as the primary driver of economic 
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development, it is clear that the domestic beer industry sustained notable growth as the twentieth 

century wore on.   

In 1936, in celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the Cervecería Centroamericana 

Arturo Castillo Azmitia, son of Mariano Castillo, published Una Carta a Garcia.
175

  The short 

essay written by Elbert Hubbard told the story of Rowan, a young private in the army who was 

tasked with delivering a message to Garcia.  In the midst of the Spanish-American War, Garcia 

was the leader of the insurgency and was thought to be somewhere in Cuba.  Without asking any 

questions, Rowan assumed his task not returning until weeks later after he had delivered the 

letter.  Written originally in 1899 for a magazine, and later re-printed selling over forty-million 

copies, the Letter to Garcia told the story of who Hubbard called the true hero of the Spanish-

American War.  The story was so popular and impactful, that the then General Manager of the 

Cervecería had it reprinted in Spanish for circulation in Guatemala.  In a brief preface Azmitia 

highlighted the hard work it took to reach the Cervecería’s fiftieth anniversary.  He wrote, 

“Today, in light of the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the Cervecería 

Centroamericana, I arranged the publication of the ‘Letter to Garcia’; on this day, there is no 

better opportunity than to present to you from me personally and for the benefit of  this society, 

so that we can all know the ‘message to Garcia’.”
176

   From his father Mariano and his uncle 

Rafael to the Cervecería’s workers, he likened their efforts to those of Rowan.  With discipline 

and strong sense of doing what was right, by 1936 Cervecería was not just successful, but also a 

clear example of modernity in the twentieth century.   
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 By the 1930’s  liberal development was well underway across Guatemala.  A series of 

liberal dictatorships including Justo Rufino Barrios (1877-1885), Manuel Estrada Cabrera (1898-

1920), and Jorge Ubico (1931-1944) brought the county into the twentieth century.  Moreover, 

discourses of modernity increasingly blurred the lines between conservatives and liberals.
177

  

Influenced heavily by positivist thought, modernity emerged from notions of order and progress 

that emerged in the mid-nineteenth century.
178

  For the Castillos modernity could only be 

achieved by embracing new technologies and scientific advancements.  While the liberal 

dictators certainly agreed with this premise, they also were not necessarily looking at industry for 

economic development and modernization.  For example, Barrios advocated for the 

secularization of Guatemalan society and made it easy for Indian lands to be confiscated.  

Estrada Cabrera went a step further and is most well-known for granting the concessions that 

allowed the United Fruit Company to gain a foothold in the country.  Interestingly, he also 

embraced positivist notions of order and progress by launching a rural education program and 

ordered the construction of Roman temples to the goddess Minerva in Guatemala City and across 

the country.
179

  Finally, largely with concessions to foreign investments in agriculture in mind, 

Ubico embarked on a series of infrastructure projects in which a roads, a railroad, and even the 

Guatemala City airport were constructed.  Vagrancy laws aimed at Indios and Ladinos ensured a 

steady stream of labor and the completion of these projects.  Through each example, 
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Guatemala’s unique approach to the twentieth century’s persisting social question emerged: 

social control and economic regulation would bring order and progress to the masses through 

development projects that aimed to socialize, civilize, and assimilate.  Yet, in reality they either 

maintained or worsened conditions for Indios and Ladinos through strict system of segregation 

and racism that would later climax during the civil war in the last half of the twentieth century.  

 The early history of the Cervecería Centroamericana illustrates a new approach to 

mounting discourses of modernity that characterized turn of the century processes of nation-

building in Guatemala.  The liberal dictators of the first half of the twentieth century aimed to 

bring the country into the new century through the industrialization of agriculture and the 

completion of key infrastructure projects.
180

  Their vision of modernity was one in which nation-

building was essentially tied to the masses - rural and urban Indios and Ladinos - yet they 

systematically excluded from participating in the nation.  While the Castillo brothers articulated 

a discourse of modernity that was predicated on investments in science and technology, in 

contrast, they articulated an inclusive vision of modernity.  As evident is newspaper spreads 

throughout the twentieth century, their goal was to make their modern beer accessible and 

available.  To purchase and consume a Gallo was a way to participate in the Guatemalan nation.  

It is in this way, that as the Castillos consolidated their hold on the beer industry, they also 

contributed significantly to alternate narrative of nation-building.  Even so, the result was the 

same as the state’s.  As the Castillo family solidified their influential place in the oligarchy, el 
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indio borracho became all the more entrenched.  Gallo may have been the modern beer for the 

modern man, but drunkenness was still a characteristic firmly ascribed to Indians.   

 The great strides taken by the Castillo brothers towards technological advancement came 

to be inherently tied to nation-building and a newly fashioned Guatemalan identity.  Even so, 

while the Cervecería emerged as a model of domestic success in industry, there remained 

significant traces of the legacy and ongoing reality of foreign influence, involvement, and 

investment.  In Guatemala, the technological developments in beer making were tied to both 

European practices and tastes.  The Castillos held this in common with the liberal dictators.   

From foreign investment to European tastes, anything met with foreign influence and approval 

was suddenly modern.  When Grace of Monaco graciously accepted the case of Gallo beer sent 

by the Cervecería Centroamicana, it was amid much fanfare that celebrated its high quality that 

with fit for a royal.
181

  Nevertheless, as Gallo and the other beer produced by the Cervecería 

Centroamericana won awards and acclaim at international beer festivals, it was touted, just as it 

was at its inception, as a proudly and distinctly Guatemalan product.  In many ways, the 

discourse of technology utilized by Mariano Castillo transformed their beer from a European 

product and into a beverage that was proudly and widely understood as Guatemalan.  First, 

Mariano was clear in developing his argument that foreign technology and know-how was 

essential to the brewing of a palatable beverage.  As such his argument was essentially 

nationalist and patriotic; importing these elements was for the good of the country.  Second, his 

argument was also evidence of a key shifts in domestic economic development that were not 

fully embraced until the mid-twentieth century.  As the Castillo brothers imported the raw 
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materials, machinery, and even skilled brewers, Guatemala City then emerged as a notable center 

for beer making across the region.  Production for domestic consumption was also an act of 

patriotism. In a country where exploitation of land and labor for the extraction of raw materials 

was commonplace, that Guatemala City and the Cervecería Centroamericana garnered a 

reputation for the refining imported hops and wheat for domestic consumption rather than 

exportation was all the more notable.  In so doing, by investing in industry rather than in 

agriculture the Castillos also prompted a shift in modernizing practice, with many others 

established in the oligarchy following suit soon thereafter.   

 From Monterrico to Puerto Barrios and from Antigua to Peten an ice cold Gallo, the 

leading product of the Cervecería Centroamericana, is both visible and available.  Its history 

reveals the ways in which technological advancement fostered the development of a robust 

national industry that continues to be intertwined with Guatemalan national identity.  As such, 

rather than overtly insert themselves into the tense political terrain of the era, they instead 

influenced and drew upon discourses of modernity to work within it.  The Cervecería was 

formally established in 1886 and just ten years later, Gallo beer was introduced to the country.  

The establishment of the Cervecería and their vision of modernity was predicated upon the use of 

science and technology that distinguished the Castillos from their competitors.  As a 

domestically owned and operated industry, it also facilitated a notable shift in the trajectory of 

economic and industrial development.  As the brewery gained both popularity and market share, 

technological advancement grew to be synonymous with economic development, particularly as 

Guatemala entered the twentieth century.
182

  While European influence in the form of imported 
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machinery and knowledge remained significant, the Cervecería garnered national and 

international popularity and prestige and emerged as world-class brewery and as a symbol of 

Guatemalan national pride.  The influence of European technology and know-how was critical to 

the success of the Cervecería, particularly in its early years.  Even so, it was the result of the 

Castillo brothers’s use of a discourse that made their beer a product of science, technology and 

Guatemalan ingenuity. 

The success of the Castillo brothers was due in part to the protections offered by the state 

to foster the conditions necessary for domestic industrialization and economic development.  As 

their enterprise became all the more successful, the balance of power shifted with the Castillos 

exerting their influence in political and economic matters in order to protect their interests.  By 

drawing upon well-established discourses of morality, the Castillo brother were able to utilized 

science and technology in order shift perceptions, tastes, and to revolutionize beer making in the 

country.  As such, both in discourse and in practice, their notion of modernity quickly outpaced 

that of the liberal state.  With liberal dictators promoting exclusionary projects and programs of 

development that all but ignored Indios and Ladinos, the Cervecería Centroamericana continued 

to promote an inclusion through emblematic imagery and a discourse of modernity for all to 

enjoy.  As a result, the Cervecería Centroamericana and its wildly popular Gallo beer are largely 

the prevailing symbols of Guatemalan national identity and pride.  The next chapter will link the 

Castillos consolidation of  their  monopoly on beer and their position as a leading family in the 

oligarchy, with the consolidation of cultural hegemony.  Liberal development underscored the 

limits of the state in nation-building projects.  As industrialization and urbanization swept the 

country in the mid-twentieth century exclusionary politics and practices undermined the projects 
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and programs that aimed to bring modernity and economic development to Guatemala.  In 

contrast, the vision of modernity so clearly and consistently articulated by the Castillos had a 

tangible result.  The availability and accessibility of Gallo affirmed the Castillo dynasty, while 

re-affirming anti-modern notions and stereotypes ascribed to the masses.  As Mariano Arzu, third 

generation owner of the Cervecería Centroamericana put it, it really was a crazy thing.
183
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CHAPTER THREE 

GALLITO FOR A GROWING CITY: DISTILLING THE LIMITS OF STATE AUTHORITY 

AND CONSUMING THE CITY 

 
It’s true, it’s a nice car and I like it a lot, but for me I like drinking Gallo beer even more. 

Es cierto que este coche es lindo y gusta mucho, pero a mi me gusta mucho mas beber la cerveza Gallo. 

 

-Guatemala City school teacher, Ediviges Escobar on his wife winning a  

1955 Pontiac as part of a national contest sponsored by the Cervecería Centroamericana  
 

 

 On Saturday, June 11, 1960, both church and state converged upon finca El Zapote, the 

headquarters of the Cervecería Centroamericana to celebrate the release of Gallito, a smaller and 

cheaper version of the much beloved Gallo beer.
184

  Amid much fanfare Arturo Castillo, manager 

of the Cervecería, greeted the Archbishop of Guatemala, Monsignor Mariano Rossell y Arellano 

who celebrated mass in El Zapote’s central laboratory before bestowing a blessing upon each of 

the new pieces of machinery throughout the complex.
185

  As El Imparcial reported in their 

detailed spread:  

 Two significant moments in the industrial life of the country occurred on Saturday, at mid-day, at Finca El 

Zapote, where the Cervecieria Centroamericana – one of the most important businesses in Guatemala – is located.  

The moments were:, the introduction of Gallito to the market, whose first little bottles were produced at noon and 

the primer of new machinery recently acquired by the Cerveceria.
186

 

 

The day was heralded as a significant step in the industrial progress of the nation and culminated 

with the release of the first little bottle of Gallito that was ceremoniously taken off the assembly 

line and promptly presented to the Archbishop.    

 In addition to the Archbishop and other members of the clergy, Arturo Castillo was also 

joined by government officials and the press, though President Manuel Ydigoras Fuentes was 
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notably absent from the day’s proceedings.  From who was there, to what was on display, the 

Castillos carefully curated the day’s events.  It was well documented throughout the country’s 

national newspapers with multi-page spreads that described everything from the ornate floral 

displays that decorated nearly all corners of the brewery to the intricacies of the one-million 

Quetzal renovation that included the installation new technology and machinery as well as new 

corporate offices and a state of the art telephone plant at the heart of the complex.
187

  The 

Castillos expertly performed their role as non-state actors, yet patriotic investors, showcasing 

their business and their dedication to their product, their consumers, and their notion of the 

Guatemalan nation.  Sold at just 15 centavos, the Cervecería made good on its long held promise 

to produce high quality, yet affordable, beer that was available to all Guatemalans.  The message 

was clear: the little Gallitos were emblematic of the Cervecería’s investment in Guatemala and to 

progress and modernity.   

 The scene described in the newspapers from that June day was a stark contrast to the 

mounting tensions that culminated just months later on November 13th.  Issues of race, 

citizenship politics, and inequality reached a fever pitch as Guatemala entered nearly three 

decades of Civil War.  While the increasingly urbanized capital city was a significant theater of 

war throughout the thirty-six years of conflict, state ordered military campaigns largely targeted 

the rural countryside as successive dictatorial regimes utilized violence, repression, and fear in 

order to eradicate communism, combat insurgency, and purge the nation of the backwards 

Indian.
188

  As the civil war intensified so too did distorted notions of liberal ideology and 
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modernization that framed scorched-earth Counterinsurgency campaigns, launched Civil 

Defense Patrols, and built military-run model villages.
189

  The targeted rural masses were defined 

as much in discourse as in data counts as Maya communities.
190

  The Guatemalan Civil War 

then, must be defined as a failure of the twentieth century nation-building projects launched by 

the state that rather than foster national cohesion, pursued policies and practices of national 

exclusion and genocide.  From successive liberal dictatorships that launched development and 

infrastructure projects in the name of order and progress to a mounting militarization of 

presidential authority and state rule, by the mid-century the state failed to consolidate its power 

and to establish political hegemony through a means other than force.
191

  From 1960-1996 the 

state utilized violence, repression, and genocide, at its worst, in order to narrowly define who 

could, and could not, participate in the modern Guatemalan nation.
192

    

 The Castillos exploited this weakness in the state’s authority and leveraged symbolic 

moments like the release of Gallito to bring a loosely constructed nation together by filling an 

ever-widening ideological and cultural gap.  In doing so, the Cervecería Centroamericana 

wielded cultural hegemony and produced a national identity that the masses so willingly 

consumed. During the most conflict-ridden years, beer sales increased as the pubic discourse 
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celebrated one of the few longstanding national industries.
193

  The launch of emblematic 

marketing schemes, like the release of Gallito, functioned so well because of, and not in spite of, 

the state.  Especially in Guatemala City and as the last chapter showed, fraudulent elections, 

political corruption, and the lack of basic social services and infrastructure all contributed to the 

state’s lack of legitimacy.  The state, under Ydigoras and other increasingly militarized regimes, 

responded only through force.  As civil society increasingly rejected the political authority of the 

state as was demonstrated through mass politics of mid-century, the Castillos stepped in and 

filled these gaps in state rule with an a product they increasingly imbued with intensely 

nationalist characteristics. Whereas in the rapidly industrializing and urbanizing municipalities, 

neighborhoods, and shanty-towns of Guatemala City the limits of state authority were felt in very 

real and material ways, the Cervecería Centroamericana offered both an illusion of national-

belonging and hope for better days ahead through the sale of their beer.  In delivering Gallito, 

they made good on their promise.  This was in contrast to the state that could not consistently 

provide running water or sanitation services to the majority of its residents.  What marketing 

offered in discourse, in practice the consumption of alcoholic beverages, beer or otherwise, all 

the more entrenched the social order that so many fled to the city to escape.   

 As the Civil War wore on, the Cervecieria Centroamericana continued to amass not only 

economic power, but also interpretive power over the imagery utilized to convey the Guatemalan 

nation.  In stark contrast, the use of unprecedented levels of force prompted a severe weakening 

of the state and its institutions.  In this chapter, I argue that the Cervecería Centroamericana led 

by General Manager Arturo Castillo Beltranena and his cousin Jose Mariano Arzu Castillo as the 
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Director of Personnel and Public Relations seized upon the mounting tensions of the 1960’s to 

exploit the limits of the state in such a way that fostered the consolidation cultural hegemony 

with Gallo and its imagery pervading nearly all aspects of urban life and cutting across the 

inequities and cruel realities that characterized it.  There’s no doubt that throughout the twentieth 

century and across successive and increasingly militarized regimes that the primary task of the 

Guatemalan state was nation-building.  In fact, the violence that mounted in the 1960’s was in 

the name of nation-building.  Instead of contributing to this process, the violence and repression 

that were utilized as the primary tools of the militarized state during the Civil War contributed to 

its weakening to such an extent that an already popular national industry rose to prominence.  

Ultimately, the Gallo rooster replaced even the national flag as the symbol ubiquitous with 

Guatemalan national identity.   

Brewing National Togetherness: The Limits of the State and the Influence of Gallo 

 The state was tearing the nation apart while the Castillos increasingly produced a 

discourse that the Cervecería bringing the nation together.  At issue in this chapter are elite 

notions notions of modernity and nation-building, with the Castillos stepping in to mediate the 

relationship between the state and civil society to market their beer and to increase their profits.  

In light of broader political tensions, I argue that the Castillos seized the opportunity to launch of 

emblematic marketing campaigns.  This allowed them to define themselves in opposition to the 

state as proactive investors in Guatemala’s economy, society, and culture.  Beginning, as we saw 

in the previous chapter, with the positivist movement and later culminating with the onset of the 

Civil War, multiple and conflicting discourses of modernity propagated by a wealthy minority 

framed nation-building projects that failed to resonate with the masses throughout much of the 
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era.
194

  Gallo and the Cervecería Centroamericana stood apart, while arguing that they stood 

outside of the political sphere.  This was merely a discursive tactic, and while they exploited the 

limits and at time antagonized the state, they also depended upon it.  While the Cervecería and its 

emblematic images remain at the center of this study, its rise to national prominence in light of 

broader historical and hegemonic processes that dominate the historiography of Guatemala’s 

tenuous twentieth century demonstrate its complex function as a mediator between the state and 

civil society.  The Castillos recognized its dependence on both and maneuvered to ensure the 

stability of both the social order and their business.   

 It is a weak state that utilizes violence to consolidate its authority and this is just what the 

Guatemalan state did following the fall of the October Revolution in 1954.  While the 

Guatemalan state maintained its political authority, the proliferation of community organizing, 

popular mobilization, and resistance movements illustrated that it exercised neither Gramscian 

coercion or consent over its subjects.  In keeping with William Roseberry’s use of hegemony as 

both an historical framework and process, the use of fear, violence, and repression are best 

explained as the efforts of a severely weakened state left clinging to limited political authority 

through symbolic force.
195

  In her largely theoretical discussion of violence, Hannah Arendt’s On 

Violence demonstrates the relationship between violence and power.
196

  She defines violence as 

the most flagrant manifestation of power utilized by a state that has run out of options.  State 

violence then emerges as an instrument of repression with the ruling class exercising its say over 

extent to which it is utilized, or not.  She draws on Foucault in describing the functioning of state 
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bureaucracy as a system of capillaries and arteries inherently tied to the state as the ruling 

apparatus.  Finally, Philippe Bourgois further aids in defining and categorizing the various lived 

experiences violence.  In  The Power of Violence in War and Peace he argues that there are four 

distinct types of violence: political, structural, symbolic, and everyday forms.
197

  By political 

violence, he means any form of violence that is directly and purposefully administered in the 

name of political ideology, a political movement, or the state itself.  In defining structural 

violence, he points to the political-economic organization of society that imposes conditions of 

physical or emotional distress.  Symbolic violence is defined as domination at an intimate level.  

Finally, everyday violence is understood through the structural and institutional inequalities that 

plague the world’s poor.  By the 1960’s in Guatemala nearly each of the above forms of violence 

characterized daily life for the growing working class of Guatemala City.   

 The capital city was a significant theater of war even as the violence and repression raged 

on in the rural countryside.  From kidnappings and disappearances to bombings and 

assassinations not only did the capital city bear witness to the intensity of the civil war, but was 

also profoundly impacted by it.
198

  Mounting political and economic instability in the rural 

countryside led to a population explosion in Guatemala City as Maya Indians migrated to the city 

in search of security and work.  Their presence in the capital city placed new pressures on a state 

that was already ill-equipped and un-willing to provide any kind of social services.  Shanty-

towns and squatter-villages popped up seemingly overnight only adding to the urban chaos that 

characterized Guatemala City’s urban development throughout the twentieth century.  The 
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demographic shifts at mid-century not only placed new pressures on an increasingly militarizing 

state, but also demonstrated the failures of the past fifty years of nation-building projects as the 

mounting urgency of the social question was more acute than ever.  The rapid urbanization of the 

era was a result of new initiatives to industrialize the agricultural sector by granting concessions 

to foreign owned firms that exploited, displaced, and further marginalized the Maya masses of 

the rural countrysides.  As a result, Guatemala City swelled forcing the state to address the social 

question it all but ignored.  For the Cervecería Centroamericana, the growth of the urban 

population offered new opportunities for production and consumption.   

 Both Deborah Levenson-Estrada and JT Way offer new contributions to our 

understanding of the relationship between the demographic shifts and the political realities that 

shaped the capital city as the civil war raged on.
199

 Through a robust discussion of trade unionists 

in Guatemala City, Levenson-Estrada describes the capital’s unique approach to industrial 

development as both large and complex with the capital city absorbing forty percent of those 

leaving the rural countryside.
200

  She cites that between 1950 and 1973, the city’s population 

jumped from 320,000 to 700,000 and by 1980 grew even higher to 1.5 million residents.
201

  

Notably, the economic situation in the capital city was not much better than in the rural 

countryside as job growth even in the city’s new industrial sector remained meager throughout 

the period.
202

  Way draws upon emerged as contradictory and conflicting notions of modernity 

and  order to convey the seemingly nonsensical arrangements of space in an increasingly bloated 
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capital city.
203

  In 1959, on the eve of the release of Gallito, the capital city experienced a surge 

in its urban population.  Way cites the arrival of nearly 11,700 people that fled to the city from 

exploitative conditions in the countryside brought about by the state’s new embrace of 

industrialized-agriculture and the onset of Guatemala’s Green Revolution.
204

  They settled 

haphazardly in the urban working-class shantytowns of La Palmita and El Gallito located just 

beyond the growing complex of the Cervecería Centroamericana.
205

  The rapid urbanization and 

industrialization of the capital city not only placed new pressures on a state that prided itself on 

its modernist principles to provide basic necessities to its burgeoning population, but also created 

a new market of consumers and petty capitalists.
206

   

The year 1960 not only marked the release of Gallito to the market, but also a re-brand of 

the Gallo logo. Under the direction of Arturo Castillo the logo was simplified.
207

  Gone was the 

German-inspired image of a red rooster and instead a simple black rendition of a rooster’s profile 

with Gallo prominently written now adorned the amber bottles sold in tienditas throughout the 

city and across the country.  The new label made Gallo both more accessible and relatable to the 

growing population in the capital city.  While the beer industry initially emerged during the late 

nineteenth century and in the European tradition to satisfy the tastes of a small economic elite, 

shifts in both demographics and consumption patterns created a new market that Castillo and the 
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Cervecería Centroamericana was eager to tap.  Before the new label was designed, across the 

country Gallo was gaining unparalleled popularity as even those accustomed to traditional 

alcoholic beverages increasingly selected beer as their drink of choice.
208

  Despite what they  

argued was their lack of overt participation in national politics, this was in large part due to the 

significant influence that the Castillo family wielded over the rotating heads of state throughout 

the twentieth century.
209

  More significant were the marketing campaigns launched by Castillo, 

like the Gallo re-brand and release of Gallito, which aimed to increase market share by making 

Gallo beer synonymous with Guatemalan national identity.  Across the country Gallo was known 

to the masses as lo con el Gallo- the one with the rooster.  From the newly minted urban working 

class to the campesinos in rural villages and those in transition, by simplifying the design Gallo 

was more widely accessible to an expanding and largely illiterate consumer base.
210

  

Evolution of the Gallo label from 

1896 to 1960.  Photographs from the Cervecería Centroamericana.   
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Gallito was not the runaway success that Arturo Castillo thought it would be, with the 

majority of consumers preferring to purchase full size bottles of Gallo beer.  It was a symbol of 

the Castillos investment in the country, and it’s celebrated release was all the more so.  

Nevertheless, its release not only highlighted fundamental relationships between the Cervecería, 

as a private industry, and church and state, but also critical tensions in these relationships. As 

Flash de Hoy reported, “The introduction of this new product, as a important goal of the 

Cerveceria Centroamericana, S.A. to collaborate with President Ydigoras , who, during his 

campaign, promised cheap beer to the country.”
211

  Most significantly, the attention its release 

garnered in the press aided in all the more affirming the Cervecería’s role in nation-building 

processes in twentieth century Guatemala that aimed to modernize and industrialize.   

The articles found in newspapers like El Prensa Libre, El Imparcial, and Flash de Hoy 

offered Castillo a valuable opportunity to orient an already favorable public opinion towards 

Gallo.  As the opening line of one article wrote, “Los guatemaltecos podemos ahora gozar de los 

beneficios de tomar cerveza a precio popular – Guatemalans can now enjoy the benefits of 

drinking beer at a popular price.”
212

  El Imparcial reported, “Gallito as was explained at the 

outset of this article, is a popular drink, of the same quality of its ancestor, Gallo.  It is available 

for the price of fifteen centavos and its inception demonstrates the desire of the Cerveceria 

Centroamericana, to collaborate with the government to offer the public high quality beer at a 

low price.”
213

  By framing Gallito’s release in terms of the political, economic, and social 

realities faced by so many of its consumers Castillo gained both a valuable base of support as 
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well as a voice in national newspapers in a year that was otherwise wrought with tensions 

between the Cervecería and the Ydigoras presidency.
214

  Notably, each article conveyed a sense 

of awe at the scientific process and technological achievements of the Cerveceria, describing in 

detail everything from the bottling like with machinery washed and filled the amber bottles and 

the pasteurization and refrigeration techniques to the great care given to those very machines and 

equipment.
215

  The articles demonstrated the Castillo’s marketing strategy that emphasized both 

cosmopolitanism and patriotism.  In this case of Gallito, for Q 15, these ideals were all the more 

accessible.
216

  As the press showed, the release of Gallito demonstrated that the Cervecieria was 

committed to Guatemala; providing inexpensive yet high quality beer to the masses.  As the head 

of the Cervecieria Centroamericana, Arturo Castillo worked hard to ensure that Gallo’s 

consumer base was not only established, but growing as well.  While average working class 

consumer in Guatemala City opted for the full size bottle, if not the litro, to satisfy their craving 

for ice cold beer, Castillos release of Gallito and the fanfare that surrounded it was a marketing 

move that firmly secured the Cervecería’s economic and cultural power in the country.   

 The release of Gallito in the summer of 1960, was part of a broader marketing campaign 

under the direction of Arturo Castillo.  The multi-page articles that appeared in national 

newspapers not only highlighted Gallo’s appeal to the masses, but also underscored the influence 

of this private industry over the state.  As both El Imparcial and El Prensa Libre reported, 

Gallito represented the fruition of an agreement struck between the Cervecería and the Ydigoras 
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regime.  Having realized the rising popularity of beer, the president campaigned on the promise 

of brining cheap beer to the people of Guatemala while the Cervecería built its image upon its 

high quality, yet low cost, Gallo.   

Gallito is a beer of the same quality as the famous Gallo beer.  Its introduction to the market is a 

consequence of the goals of the Cervezceria Centroamericana, S.A. The first of these goals is to offer their beer at a 

highly popular price, this would permit Guatemalans to enjoy the pleasure of drinking Gallito beer that is available 

to the public at just fifteen centavos.  The other goals, which is fundamental, is to collaborate with the government 

and with the president and engineer Minguel Ydigoras Fuentes, who made the promise during his political campaign 

to offer Guatemalan’s cheap beer..
217

  

 

When Arturo Castillo invited members of the press to tour the brewery, the Cervecería’s strides 

towards modernity and industrial development that was on display.  Across each of the 

newspaper spreads that detailed its celebrated release, the message was clear: the Ceverceria’s 

Q1million investment in the newest and most technologically advanced equipment and 

machinery benefited all Guatemalans.  For the state, headed by President and military General 

Miguel Ydigoras Fuentes, the Cervecería was one of the few national industries that significantly 

contributed to the country’s economic development.  He saw that by promoting the production of 

Gallito there was opportunity to levy taxes and raise the funds needed to support modernization 

projects across the city.  This only exacerbated tensions and fostered even more popular 

resentment towards Ydigoras.  While Gallito was not nearly as popular as Gallo, for Castillo its 

release offered a unique moment to showcase El Zapote and the Cervecería Centroamericana as a 

stark contrast to the stalled modernization initiatives of the Ydigoras regime; the Cervecería 

delivered.   

 The pageantry involved in the release of Gallito is best understood as a marketing ploy 

that was layered with meaning.  While it can be argued that the newspapers offered an uncritical 
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assessment of the day’s activities, the elements of their reporting offer a unique view into the 

underlying tensions that were surely present.  For example, while it was only briefly noted that 

Gallito was as much the result of fulfilled campaign promises by President Ydigoras as it was the 

investment of Castillo and the Cervecería Centroamericana, the only mention of the state was 

through an example of a disruption on the assembly line.
218

  In accordance with national liquor 

laws each bottle of Gallito had to be labeled with a special stamp.  While the assembly line 

produced 500 little bottles of beer per minute, because of their size the stamps had to be 

manually placed on each bottle.  As a result, it was reported that assembly slowed and concerns 

mounted over a process in which human contact and human error could compromise the taste of 

the beer should the glue ever come in contact with it.
219

  The implication made by both 

newspapers was clear: the intervention of the state interfered with the strides towards modernity 

taken by the Cervecería.  Here Castillo invested Q1 million in new machinery and technology 

that were only slowed by a state that had no business inserting itself into the running of a private 

enterprise.  Ydigoras and his government was slowing production and stalling consumption; they 

were impeding modernity.   

 Of notable presence at the release of Gallito was Guatemala’s Archbishop, Mariano 

Rossell y Arellano who was presented with not only the first bottle of Gallito, but also a large-

scale self-portrait commissioned by Castillo and painted by the renowned Spanish artist Julia de 

Minguillon.
220

  Rossell y Arellano positioned himself as a staunch conservative and supporter of 

both the 1954 coup and of Carlos Castillo Armas, who preceded Ydigoras as president of 
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Guatemala from 1954-1957.  Castillo Armas was the first of successive military regimes that 

ruled the country through violence, fear, and repression.  During the Castillo Armas era unions of 

were crushed, books were banned or burned, lingering leftist factions were forced to leave the 

country, and most significantly a discourse of anti-communism pervaded the state as the military 

only strengthened and consolidated its political power.
221

  He was ultimately assassinated in 

1957 with Ydigoras assuming the presidency only after a fraudulent election.  While scholars 

like Roland Ebel offer revisionist accounts of the Ydigoras presidency, his short-lived rule over 

the country was only a slight contrast to the Castillo Armas years.
222

  By the time he was 

overthrown in a military coup in 1963 Ydigoras was facing criticism and dissent from nearly all 

factions including the ever-expanding urban working-class as well as the firmly entrenched 

oligarchy.  While the Castillo family and the Cervecería were not overtly involved in the politics 

of the era, by aligning themselves with Rossell y Arellano they were positioned alongside other 

conservatives that opposed Ydigoras.
223

  More important than a political alliance however was 

the prominent image at the center of each of the abovementioned articles of the leader of 

Guatemala’s Catholic Church alongside Arturo Castillo and the stainless cisterns that lined the 

brewery.  His support and endorsement of Gallito and the Cervecería Centroamericana was a 

powerful image for the masses throughout the city and across the country.   

 The release of Gallito was not the first time that the Archbishop visited the Cervecería.  

From the opening of new schools and a medical clinic, to the installation of new machinery, each 

time the Cervecería had something to celebrate his presence was captured by a national press that 
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was increasingly favorable to the Castilos.  For example, on October 29, 1956, El Imparcial ran a 

story that highlighted the installation of five new Nathan System fermentation tanks.
224

  Patented 

by Leopold Nathan in 1927, the Nathan System was and continues to be the standard in the 

industry and the arrival of five to Finca El Zapote was an important investment by the Cervecería 

in the ongoing production of their beer.
225

  The new fermentation tanks would allow the 

Cervecería to increase production from 400,000 liters to 480,000 liters each month.  In a article 

that appeared in El Imparcial from earlier that year, this put the Cervecería on track to reach the 

goal of producing 13,700,000 liters of beer by 1960.
226

  Just as significant as the new machinery 

was the opening of a new and modern medical clinic that the Archbishop was there to bless.  

Headed by two doctors, one a member of the Castillo family, the clinic was open eight hours 

each day and had the capacity to see one-hundred patients that were either workers or family 

members of the Cervecería’s workers.  The clinic housed a pharmacy, infirmary, a laboratory, 

and a state of the art system for keeping patient records.  From Castillos investment in new 

machinery to the high-quality medical care guaranteed to the Cervecería’s workers, the narrative 

conveyed in this 1956 article was one that was layered with cultural meaning.  From the well-

orchestrated presence of the Archbishop to the carefully curated images of modernity and 

national investment, the Castillos utilized the press to shape public discourse and consumption 

patterns favorably towards the Cervecería Centroamericana.  Coupled with their marketing 

schemes the alliance with the Archbishop went a long way in securing for the Castillos cultural 

legitimacy that the state sorely lacked.   
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 At the time of Gallito’s release in the summer of 1960 Guatemala City was undergoing 

rapid change that placed new tensions on the Ydigoras regime.  Despite a slight relaxation in an 

already hostile political landscape, the president’s attention was torn.  While the year closed with 

the inception of the Guatemalan Civil War, the capital city was also undergoing a dramatic 

demographic shift that only added to to the rising tensions.  The liberal development policies of 

the past decades prompted the development of an industrialized agricultural sector and also a rise 

in the urban population.  As far as the spacial development of Guatemala City was concerned, 

mass urbanization placed new pressures on Ydigoras to accommodate the surging population.  

As early as 1948, shantytowns began to arise to accommodate the newly arrived and newly 

minted urban working class on what had been state-owned land forming the makeshift 

neighborhoods of la Palmita and El Gallito.
227

  With an explosion in the urban population just 

prior to the inception of the civil war, the Ydigoras government legalized the land occupations in 

the very same neighborhoods.
228

   

 Concurrent to the chaotic organization of urban space that characterized twentieth 

century development in Guatemala City, Ydigoras also launched a series of high-modernist 

infrastructure projects that aimed to connect the growing city with the rural countryside.  His two 

signature projects included the construction of El Trebol, the city’s biggest highway cloverleaf, 

and El Terminal, the national bus terminal.
229

  Despite infrastructure projects that were 

developed and promoted for their markedly modern aesthetic and appeal, urban growth 

dramatically outpaced the state’s strides towards modernization.  While such projects continue to 
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serve as critical junctures for connecting goods and people, a remarkably anti-modern feel 

pervades as is evident in the explosion of a highly visible and economically relevant informal 

economy.
230

  Arturo Castillos move in the summer of 1960 to release and market Gallito did a 

great deal to consolidate the Cervecería Centroamericana’s cultural hegemony, in addition to its 

substantial and growing economic power, especially in the wake of the gaps left clearly unfilled 

by the state.   

 Arturo Castillo Beltranena marketed the little bottles of Gallito as the perfect option for 

Guatemala City’s growing working class.  Urban workers like Juan Mendez Fortun could now 

easily afford a taste of Cervecería’s great strides towards modernity.
231

  Just a year earlier Fortun 

was the winner of a national contest launched by Castillo Beltranena called Gallo Paga.  The 

contest aimed to promote travel within Guatemala, across Guatemala, and even as far as Miami.  

Arturo Castillo was quoted in El Imparcial, as saying, “We would like to give something to all 

Guatemalans that show preference to Gallo beer, but that is physically impossible.   Instead we 

have planned this contest, to increase the number of consumers, and to reward them with a 

trip...”
232

 Fortun was the lucky consumer that popped a top of Gallo, looked under the cap, and 

saw the winning phrase, Gallo Paga.  Fortun opted to travel to Miami.  By 1959 and the year of 

the Gallo Paga contest Castillo Beltranena and his marketing and propaganda understood who 

the average consumer of Gallo beer was.  He went on to state, “Gallo Paga is an effort inpiored 

by nationalism.   esfuerzo inspirado en un proposito nacionalista. Getting  to know our country, 

is something that all Guatemala’s should have the opportunity to do.  I hope that the limitations 
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of our consumers, who are from the popular classes, does not limit our ability to fulfuill this 

aspiration.
233

  From the launch of national, and intensely nationalist, marketing schemes like 

Gallo Paga to the release of Gallito just a year later, Castillo and the Cereceria Centroamericana 

were acutely aware of the gap that Gallo filled as not only the national beverage, but also as the 

most widely recognizable symbol of a Guatemalan nation.  In his statements, Castillo was clear, 

he knew who his consumers were and he also knew that in order to stimulate production and 

consumption his product had to offer more than just a quick buzz. Through campaigns like Gallo 

Paga and symbolic moments like the release of Gallito, Castillo exploited the material conditions 

of the majority of its consumers and marketed his product in a way that drew upon hope for 

better days to come and a longing for national belonging.   

 Stories like Fortun’s were commonplace in newspapers throughout the second half of the 

twentieth century.  Just days into Ydigoras’s presidency, Olga Escobar de Escobar was named as 

the winner of a national contest sponsored by the Cervecería Centroamericana.
234

  After nine 

months of mounting excitement Escobar was now the owner of a new 1955 Pontiac.  According 

to the article that appeared in El Prensa Libre, “...for the price of thrity bottle caps from the 

famous Gallo beer, you now have the satisfaction to enjoy our city streets from the comfort of a 

modern car”.
235

  The contest was a collaboration between the Cervecería, local radio stations, 

and the national lottery.
236

  In order for Escobar to obtain a number to participate in the drawing, 

she fist had to collect up to thirty Gallo bottle caps.  Once she collected the bottle caps, she has to 

wait by the radio and listen for A que hora canto al Gallo.  Like the millions of others that were 
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reported to have participated in the contest, in order to receive her number Escobar had to then 

report to the Cervecería’s administrative offices wither her thirty Gall bottle caps and the exact 

time that she heard the Gallo song on the radio.  On the evening of January sixth, Escobar and 

her husband, both primary schoolteachers in the capital, anxiously awaited the drawing when her 

number was called.  El Prensa Libre reported that the contest awakened an unusual enthusiasm 

in Escobar as throughout the nine month contest she collected three-hundred bottle caps all from 

Gallo beer purchased at her neighborhood tienda, San Juan Bosco in Guatemala City’s Zone 1.  

On the evening of drawing one of the ten numbers she received was called making her and her 

husband the new owners of a yellow 1955 Pontiac. In the words of Escobar’s husband, “It’s true 

that the car is nice and I like it a lot, but I like drinking Gallo beer even more”.
237

  Contests like 

Gallo Paga and A que hora canto el Gallo demonstrated the success of Gallo’s marketing 

schemes and displayed the widespread popularity of Gallo among Guatemala City’s growing 

urban working class.   

 The images that appeared in the national newspapers of Juan Fortun and Ogla Escobar 

only added to Gallo’s appeal to the rapidly growing popular class within a growing Guatemala 

City.  The Cervecería offered not only a wildly popular product to their consumers, but also 

national pride in the product they consumed and the ability to imagine a life beyond the 

overcrowded city slums and factory walls.  In fact, it was exactly these two elements that 

contributed to its widespread popularity.  The images of Fortun and Escobar were both a stark 

contrast and brief reprieve from the realities of daily life that characterized much of the capital’s 

urbanization and industrialization in the second half of the twentieth century.  Without the 
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Cervecieria urban workers like Juan Fortun would never dream of a life beyond the factories of 

Guatemala City, let alone a luxury vacation to Miami.  Conditions for most urban workers were 

grim with long days, low wages, and exploitative labor practices.  By the 1960’s the minimum 

wage in the urban industrial sector averaged 1.86 Quetzales per day.
238

  This government 

established minimum wage hardly covered the cost of living which the government also 

identified as Q1.81 for urban workers to feed a family of four.
239

  Levenson-Estrada points out 

that while the average salary for those working in the beverage industry was relatively higher at 

Q2.05, an example from her fieldwork of a Coca-Cola factory worker demonstrates that after the 

minimum monthly expenses of rent, water, electricity, a diet of rice and beans, and bus fare to 

work, the purchase of a bottle of Coca-Cola was simply unattainable.
240

  Even so, Fortun and 

other employed urban workers were fortunate as the influx of rural migrants into the capital city 

prompted a labor shortage with the unemployment rate in the capital climbing as high as twenty 

percent by the mid-1970’s.
241

 

 Under the guise of patriotism, Arturo Castillo also took care to ensure that labor 

conditions within the Cervecería were reported on and understood to be just as modern as the 

machinery that the workers utilized and the beer they produced.  In the 1986 special-edition 

centennial insert to El Grafico highlighted the Cerveceria’s progressive approach to its workers 

and labor conditions.
242

  Two long tenured factory workers ere interviewed with their pictures of 

smiling faces and crisp uniforms prominently displayed alongside.  In the preface to the 

interview with Rene Forno, who worked in the brewery for forty-five years, El Grafico 
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enthusiastically wrote, “Like all of the Cerveceria’s workers, Como toda la gente de la 

Cerveceria, he does his work with the best of intentions and with a big smile to all who work in 

this enterprise.
243

   His interview was just as enthusiastic as the preface.  He states, “I have been 

truly impressed with the growth of the Cerverceria Centroamericana.  It is a true example of 

faith, trust, and work for all Guatemalans”.
244

  The language he utilized in his interview to 

describe his experience both a worker and an observer of the Cerveceria’s rapid growth 

demonstrated its position of power and influence.  In his interview, he goes on to say, “Look, 

very few businesses are actually concerned with the well-being of their workers.  I believe that 

this is the only one that has such a high level of benefits for its employees.”
245

  The interviews 

not only underscored the same themes of modernity, progress, development, and nationalism that 

were embraced by the Castillos in the early years, but also provided significant points of contrast 

between the business and the state.  In an interview with Don Abel Canahui who at the time of 

the interview worked for the Cerveceria for forty-four years and fifteen days, his description of 

its the practices and politics was strikingly different from the accounts of other urban laborers, 

“Well in reality it is an ‘exemplary enterprise’ because here we do not have any worker’s 

problems.  Everything is resolves within the company.  I can say this because I have also worked 

closely with those in positions directly related to the workers like secretaries of exterior and 

interior relations.  And in this sense they are very comprehensive because there has never been a 
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major conflict within the company.”
246

  While these interviews offer valuable insights into 

working conditions and worker’s insights, they also must be read as part of the production of a 

broader public discourse that celebrated the Cerveceria and was largely uncritical of it.  

Nevertheless, along with the articles that told of the various contest winners they demonstrate the 

deep affinity with the Gallo brand that fomented within the city as a result of emblematic 

marketing schemes and an enthusiastic public discourse.   

 At a time when labor organizing reached a fever pitch in the capital city and tactics aimed 

at intimidating and repressing such activity were not only encouraged, but also carried out by an 

increasingly militarized state, the Cervecería once again stood in stark contrast.
247

  Just a year 

following the release of Gallito a June 1961 that article appeared in El Imparcial highlighted the 

conditions of workers in the Cervecería.
248

  Specifically, the article pointed to a subject that 

nearly all modern Guatemalans cared about: futbol and the national championships that had just 

occurred.  The Cervecería sponsored a variety of teams from futbol, to softball, and even cycling 

for its employees to participate in.  They even had sports leagues for the children of its 

predominately male workforce.  While many of the more advanced teams went on to win 

national championships, the focus of the article was on the unique benefits and opportunities for 

personal development the Cervecería’s workers had outside of their workday obligations.  

Opportunities to participate in sports leagues, the Cervecería’s Social Club, and the Labor Union 

abounded.  El Imparcial reported that the Cervecería’s Social Club offered all of its workers a 
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relaxed and convivial space to exchange ideas, to voice and to resolve concerns with the job, and 

to discuss family issues; all while enjoying no more than four free Gallos each afternoon.
249

   

 Throughout the 1960’s articles that celebrated the Cervecería Centroamericana continued 

to appear in national newspapers and magazines alongside accounts and depictions of the 

intensifying Civil War.  During this period, the escalating violence and repression was 

intensifying in the city.  In light of these political developments, it is all the more astonishing that 

the Cervecería under the direction of Jose Mariano Castillo Arzu, then head of personnel and 

public relations, continued to be both reported on and praised by the press.  For example, in 1968 

a magazine article reported on the grand re-opening of the Cervecería Centroamericana’s bar.  

From both the photographs and the description, the re-opening was a glamorous night out for the 

who’s who of Guatemala.
250

  The evening featured musical numbers performed by the Revista 

Musical Gallo, a musical group sponsored by the Cervecería with members for each 

neighborhood and zone of the capital city.  Even the popular Guatemalan comic El Mini Mini 

offered both an appearance and a show for the audience that consisted of the Cervecería’s upper 

administrators as well as its workers.  La Voz de las Americas transmitted the live program 

across the city for all to enjoy.  No article on the Cervecería was complete without a discussion 

of its technological achievements and strides towards modernity.  This evening was no exception 

as five modern machines were on display that automated the allotment of four cold Gallo’s for 

each worker daily.  Culminating with the assassination of the U.S. Ambassador, 1968 was a 

pivotal year in Guatemala’s Civil War.  Stories like the one described here offered examples of 
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not only brief moments where attentions were turned away from the violence and turned instead 

towards Gallo as something that Guatemalan’s could take pride in, but also the perks afforded to 

the Cervecería’s workers which was also something that all Guatemalan’s could be proud of.   

 By mid-century the majority of the the Cervecería’s workers lived side by side other 

members of the emerging urban proletariat.  While Finca El Zapote, the expansive home to the 

Cervecería in Zone 2, had once been at the outskirts of the city rapid urbanization and 

industrialization meant that that city was growing around it.  Zone 6, just to the north of El 

Zapote, was home to the Colonia Cervecero where many of the Cervecería’s workers and their 

families lived.  Both a medical clinic that was established in 1956 and the Colegio Mariano y 

Rafael Castillo Cordoba which was established in 1963 for the children of the Cervecería’s 

workers were located within the El Cervecero neighborhood found within Zone 6.  Other 

working class neighborhoods sprung up haphazardly around El Zapote including the 

aforementioned El Gallito in the now notorious Zone 3, La Palmita in Zone 5, as well as other 

Zone 6 neighborhoods like Jocotales, Santa Luisa and Sauzalito.  Daily life for the urban 

working class, especially those working in one of Guatemala City’s many factories was 

particularly difficult.  In one of the best accounts of labor organizing in Guatemala City, 

Levenson-Estrada details the abysmal living and working conditions that characterized urban life 

for the majority of the city’s factory workers.
251

  For example, contradictory to the high 

modernists projects of launched under Ydigoras, the state under his leadership was unable to 

provide regular services including urban transportation, water supply, sewage, and sanitation to 

the majority of neighborhoods across the rapidly expanding city.  This coupled with low wages, 
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long hours, and exploitative working conditions led many of the city’s workers to organize, form 

unions, and to protest.  Inspired largely by the liberal ideology that drove the many 

manifestations of modernization and fostered a proliferation of consumer culture, urban workers 

began to organize.  Between 1954 and 1980, the Labor Ministry legalized 623 unions.  Of these 

623 unions, 157 were in Guatemala City with 75 in factories.
252

  While Guatemala had the lowest 

percentage of unionized workers in Latin America, their emergence is especially significant 

given the unparalleled levels of violence and repression that came to define these same years.
253

 

 Concurrent to the articles that ran in national papers that emphasized the modern working 

conditions within the Cervecería, trade unionism and a broader labor movement was reaching 

new levels in the capital.  Throughout the 1960’s the political climate was quickly shifting as a 

result of a demographic changes that intensified the pace of urbanization.  By 1962 Ydigoras was 

under siege with students, the left, and a great many from the urban lower classes taking to the 

streets to voice their dissatisfaction for the next eleven months despite an increase in repressive 

tactics at the hands of Ydigoras and his military.
254

  Initially provoked by students, the rebellion 

of 1962 emerged as a popular movement with mass protests that underscored the vitality of the 

city’s trade unions.   Proving a valuable lesson for future militarized regimes, nearly all elements 

of city life were crippled as a result of the strikes and protests that prompted the closure of 

schools, banks, courts, mass transit, and many other social services.  In 1963, Ydigoras 

ultimately fell to a military coup that was headed by his former Minister of Defense, Col. 
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Enrique Peralta Azurdia with many that had participated in this rare moment of mass politics 

wether forming or looking towards the emerging guerilla factions to continue their struggle.   

 No evidence points to the participation of the Cervceria’s workers in the mass protests 

that characterized the end of the Ydigoras era and the inception of the militarized state that began 

with Peralta.  While it can be assumed that the vast majority of the Cervecería’s workforce not 

only experienced and were impacted by the 1962 rebellion, a majority must have lived alongside 

those most intimately involved.  Both in practice and in print Jose Mariano Arzu Castillo, 

Director of Personnel and Public Relations under his cousin Arturo Castillo was tasked with 

avoiding the same types of labor disputes that characterized working-class life across the city.  

From the company bar to accessible health care, articles like the one featured on this Saturday 

edition of El Imparcial often highlighted its workers and their conditions as a contrast to those 

found throughout the city.
255

  Most significant, was the modernizing language that was utilized to 

describe the Cervecería’s workers.   

 In the June 24, 1961 issue of El Imparcial, a discussion of what it meant to be a modern 

man was found alongside examples of the Cervecería’s male workers participating in sports, 

social clubs, and the church in addition to meeting their work and family obligations.
256

   The 

struggle of the modern man was described in the article as a paradox: to be or not to be.
257

  In 

describing the importance of sports teams, the Catholic Church, social clubs, and even the 
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company bar, the article took an existential turn in examining the challenges facing the modern 

Guatemalan man:  

 Hemos hablado del hombre como un ser que siente, piensa y ambiciona; que percibe todos los 

 estimulos e incitaciones del medio que le rodea; que es objecto de apetaciones, de carinos, de 

 rencores, de piedad, compasion y amor.  Pero hemos hablado tambien de una manera de de ver y 

 entender el hombre, de saber sus preocupaciones de compartir sus avatares, y en esa forma de ver 

 y entender al hombre, va implictia una norma de conducta, una profesion de fe, una posicion ante 

 vida.
258 

 

These were the pressures placed on the modern men of the 1960’s, especially those that formed 

the growing urban proletariat within the capital city.  As the article emphasized, meaningful 

work  and various sanctioned activities at the Cerveceria was a prescription for overcoming these 

challenges and finding peace in their private and public lives.  By means of drawing a contrast to 

the experiences of workers across the city, the Cervecería supported its modern workers by 

providing various venues to both develop and support certain values and ethics.  Being a good 

worker and a good man were one in the same; these workers were not the same trouble makers 

that took to the streets to resist the natural order of things, rather than to work within it.
259

  

Sports, socializing, and the church supported so-defined traditional values that were now under 

siege as a result of the rise in urbanization and consumer culture.  The Cervecria offered these 

various opportunities to is workers as a means of protecting and preserving these values and 

social structures, especially the family.  There is no doubt that the article was referring to the 

conflagration of tensions mounting just beyond El Zapote with a stark distinction drawn between 

the Cervecería’s workers and those participating in the mass protests that aimed to disrupt the 

political order in order to gain modest improvement in their daily lives.  The narrative conveyed 
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to the public about working conditions within the Cervecería varied significantly from the lived 

reality experienced by a majority in the capital city, many of whom were neighbors and 

acquaintances to the Cervecería’s workers.   

 Only months prior to the coup that deposed Ydigoras a collective bargaining agreement 

was made between the Sindicato de Trabajadores de Cervecería Centroamericana and the Fabrica 

de Bebidadas Gaseosas Salvavidas, S.A.
260

  On February 25, 1963 the agreement was certified 

and presented to the Minister of Labor and Social Welfare.  The agreement was both progressive 

and comprehensive.  It detailed salary and benefits as well as norms and standards of behavior.
261

  

Echoing the themes of the 1961 El Imparcial article, the document revealed a strict code of 

conduct under which its workers were to avoid.
262

  Everything from grooming and hygiene, to 

alcohol use (no more than four bottle of Gallo a day) and activities outside of work were to be 

regulated and controlled.  In exchange, the Cervecería offered progressive working conditions 

and benefits for its employees.  The agreement included provisions for sick leave with newer 

employees given a total of six months off (three months at three-quarters salary, and three 

months at half salary) and employees with ten years of service given their complete salary for the 

first three months of illness, three-quarters salary for the next three months, and half their salary 

for the subsequent six months.  As far as vacation was concerned, workers were given fifteen 

days annually as well as designated holidays and religious feast days.  The minimum wage for 

new employees was set at Q 1.25, the equivalent of about 8 bottles of Gallito.  The agreement 

included a clause for a fifteen percent raise across the board starting on the second of April of the 
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same year.  Other benefits were also outlined including medical and dental care, retirements and 

pensions, a fund for those injured on the job, and the creation of sports teams, fields, and social 

spaces like an on-site library and the aforementioned bar to encourage conviviality amongst the 

workers.  Expectations for appropriate behavior were also emphasized, with characteristics such 

as cleanliness, efficiency, initiative, conduct, honor, and seniority taken into account as 

promotions and raises were periodically given.  The message given in the final published report 

was one that underscored the strong relationship between the worker’s union and the 

Cervecería’s leadership.  If Gallo’s reputation was predicated on a home-grown modernity, then 

it was necessary that its workers be perceived as just as modern.  While progressive, the 

treatment of its workers offered another opportunity to shape public discourse and popular 

culture.  Their investment in their workers was perceived to be just as tied to notions of 

cosmopolitanism and nationalism, as was their investment in their product.
263

  Moreover, it 

offered yet another significant point of contrast between both the state as well as the influx of 

foreign industrialists.   

 In 1963 trade unionism and mass politics was not new to the Cervecería 

Centroamericana.  In one of the rare instances of the Castillo family’s participation in the politics 

of the era, Jose Azmitia was an outspoken opponent to the then civilian President Manuel 

Estrada Cabrera.  Most known for what would be a devastating accommodation to the United 

Fruit Company, the Cabrera dictatorship (1898-1920) was characterized as long, violent, and 

unfavorable to industrial development.
264

  Jose Azmitia was the brother-in-law to Mariano 
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Castillo and served as the General Manager of the Cervecería Centroamericana.  Azmitia was 

arrested, held, and received 1400 lashes for having been involved in a conspiracy to assassinate 

the dictator in 1908.  In addition to Azmitia’s imprisonment, Cabrera also responded with the 

persistent harassment of the Castillo family that culminated in an artillery assault on the brewery 

during the rebellion of April 1920 that ultimately led to Cabrera’ s demise.
265

   

 Azmitia’s legacy was a significant one for the Cervecería.  He was the leader of the 

Partido Unionista, an opposition party that emerged in 1919 with the goals of unifying the 

Central American countries and bringing about an immediate end to Cabrera’s twenty-two year 

reign.
266

  As such, he along with other Conservatives tied to the landed oligarchy was 

successfully was able to transform the anti-Cabrera movement into a political party with 

widespread appeal garnering the support of the urban proletariat, artisans, merchants, students, 

and industrialists.  On March 11, 1920 thousands took to the streets to protest the Cabrera 

regime.  The opposition newspaper El Obrero Libre, an extension of la liga obrera unionista 

formed a key alliance with the Partido Unionista.  Just days later on the 21st of March, the 

president of the Liga Obrera threatened Estrada that over sixty thousand laborers opposed his 

repressive and violent regime.  Later on April 8th, Carlos Herrera a Liberal and wealthy 

landowner was appointed as provisional president only after Cabrera was declared insane by the 

legislature.
267

  Azmitia and his Partido Unionista had succeeded in ousting Cabrera, but not in 

shifting the balance of power away from liberal rule.  Most significantly, as the General Manager 
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of the Cervecería Centroamericana at such a pivotal moment, he gained first-hand experience as 

to the power of labor and the urban working class.  His involvement in the mass politics that 

ended Cabrera’s reign likely prompted the Cervecería to take a more progressive approach in the 

treatment of its workers while also taking a backseat to increasingly messy and volatile state 

politics as the twentieth century wore on.   

 Arturo Castillo and the Cervecería Centroamericana were not outwardly involved in the 

mass protests and political tensions that culminated in the military coup that deposed Ydigoras 

Fuentes.  Even so, as the next chapter will demonstrate the Castillos utilized their economic, 

political, and cultural power to influence, curate, and produce a national discourse.  Conflicts 

around state authority and  taxation on alcohol echoed similar themes from Bourbon Guatemala.  

Throughout the 1960’s, as the Cerveceria launched emblematic marketing campaigns, national 

newspapers like El Imparcial documented and celebrated the Cervecería for its many 

contributions to modernization and industrial development.  Despite their heavy-handed 

influence Castillo and Arzu maintained a narrative of themselves as non-state actors.  In so 

doing, they were able to function as mediators between the state and civil society.  Through the 

launch of intensely nationalist and emblematic marketing schemes they consolidated their 

cultural hegemony in a battle for hearts and minds as urbanization and industrialization opened 

new opportunities to attract new customers and consumers to the Gallo brand.  Nation-building 

took on new meaning for Castillo and the Cervecería Centroamericana during this period.  

Because of deep and well-perceived contrasts with the state, the Castillos were able to exploit the 

limits of its authority for their gain in spite of their dependence on the weak state for their power 

and influence.   
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 The release of the cheaper, though smaller, Gallito in the summer of 1960 made all the 

more sense in light of the urban realities faced by its working class consumers.  To think that in 

just a  nine month period, Olga Escobar and her husband consumed three-hundred bottles of 

Gallo beer in order to collect the bottle tops needed to ultimately win the Pontiac demonstrated 

that not only a significant portion of their household income went to the purchase of beer, but 

also a deep rooted loyalty to the Gallo brand.  While as school teachers their livelihoods were not 

connected to the realities of factory life, at the time they were still subject to deteriorating 

economic and political conditions in the capital city.  By the late 1960’s and as the civil war 

gained momentum most projects aimed at modernizing the city stalled.  It would have either 

become dangerous for Escobar to drive her Pontiac through the streets of Zone 1 or at least 

difficult as projects to pave new avenues and city streets were left half-finished.
268

  Gallo on the 

other hand remained one of the few truly accessible consumer products in the country that 

consistently lived up to expectations and fulfilled desires for the average Guatemalan to 

participate in the modern nation and to imagine a reality beyond the ever-present violence and 

repression that shaped the era. While both new conditions in Guatemala City and the civil war 

exacerbated national tensions and debates that surrounded who was and was not included in the 

Guatemalan nation, the national press embraced the brewery’s various marketing schemes and 

produced an enthusiastic and patriotic public discourse that celebrated the Cerveceria while re-

producing the social order.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

INJUSTO Y INCONVENIENTE: THE INFLUENCE OF BEER AND EL INDIO BORRACHO 

IN THE PUBLIC DISCOURSE 

 
We know that beer causes drunkenness because it has a mature percentage of alcohol; but we 

also know that in order to get drunk with beer that you must ingest many bottles. This is not the 

case with aguardiente: two small bottles, and even less, are sufficient for a man to cross the 

threshold and stay in the street or arrive at his home breaking his furniture or even the ribs of his 

wife and children.   

 

Sabemos que la cerveza embriaga porque tiene aun un crecido porcentaje de alcohol; pero 

sabemos asimismo que para emborracharse con cerveza se necesita ingerir muchas botellas. No 

asi con el aguardiente: un par de octavos y aun menos, son suficientes para que el hombre doble 

el pico y se quede sobre una acera de la calle o llegue a su casa a quebrarle los muebles y hasta 

los costillas a su mujer o sus hijos 

-La Hora, 8 Sept 1960.  

 

 

 Just months following the celebrated release of Gallito President Ydigoras threatened to 

import Mexican beers into Guatemala.
269

  The president’s call to establish a new three centavo 

tax launched a year-long controversy that played out in the national press.  While Ydigoras 

argued that the tax was necessary in order to launch public works projects, the Castillos used 

their position and influence to firmly oppose it.  In response to the president’s threat, rumors 

circulated in the press that Arturo Castillo threatened to close the brewery; rumors he later 

denied.
270

  This was a bold move would not only limit the accessibility and availability of the 

nation’s beloved Gallo beer, but would also severely limit the revenue already collected by the 

state through its production and consumption.  Tensions were high, so much so that Ydigoras’s 

Secretary of Information countered by suggesting that the state could simply fill the gap left by 

Castillo and his Gallo beer by introducing Mexican beers into the country.  On September 9, 

1960, El Imparcial ran the Secretary’s statement: 
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The government of the republic laments the communication that, in light of the unpatriotic 

decision of the Cervecería Centroamericana, El Zapote, the Castillo Hermanos, will close their brewery in 

order to elude the the three centavo tax levied on every half bottle of beer and we are now looking in to the 

importation of beers from Mexico into the country.
271

 

 

While Ydigoras intended to exert control over the Cervecería, the Castillos carefully managed 

the ensuing public discourse.  They ensured that the new tax was not well received in national 

newspapers that described the caudillo’s behavior as an unpatriotic anomaly and did little to 

change his increasingly unfavorable public opinion.  In contrast, because of their influence the 

Castillos tightly controlled and manipulated public discourse.  They fostered a narrative in the 

press that fiercely opposed a state they characterized to be inept and overreaching.  By 

manufacturing and managing this public discourse, the move all the more solidified the Castillo 

dynasty and the Cervecería Centroamericana’s position of power in the country’s economy, 

politics, and culture.   

Only days later on September 12, El Imparcial printed a pointed critique of the threats 

waged by the Ydigoras regime.
272

  Sympathies clearly fell with the Cervecería Centroamericana.  

The three centavo increase would raise the total tax paid by the Cervecería to fifteen centavos; 

the same cost as a bottle of Gallito.
273

  In defending the brewery, the author of the article cited 

the Castillo family’s longstanding commitment to the industrial and economic development as 

well as to the general well-being of Guatemala.  The national press swiftly came to Arturo 

Castillos defense arguing that he never threatened to close the brewery, “All of the organs of the 

press agree that the Cervecería Centroamericana...did not threaten to close their brewery; what 
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they said, in effect, was that they could no longer afford to continue forward with their large-

scale industrial development program”.”
274

  Even the suggestion that the brewery might be 

compromised by an overreaching state demonstrated an antagonistic relationship that was played 

out in the press.  That the brewery might not be able to continue to contribute in the significant 

ways it had to the country’s industrial development was viewed as a significant step backwards 

and the Ydigoras state to blame.
275

  This episode demonstrated an unwillingness by the national 

press to pursue critiques of either the Castillos or the Cervecería.  Moreover, by feeding 

statements to the press, it also showed Castillos management and manipulation of the public 

discourse.
276

  Throughout the year and as tensions around this issue heightened, both Arturo 

Castillo and Jose Arzu carefully influenced the production of a public discourse in which their 

opposition to the new tax was clearly articulated.  They did so in such a way that was never to be 

perceived as antagonistic to the state.  Instead, through the re-production of an intensely 

nationalist discourse they stood in contrast to it, yet masterfully worked within it.  By 1960, the 

Cervecería was more than just a brewery, with many other industries from ice and refrigeration 

to bottling and distribution either subsidiaries or otherwise dependent upon it.  The Castillos 

were well aware that the notion of the Cervecería closing would be devastating for the national 

economy.  In doing so, they manipulated the national press in order to underscore the power of 

their monopoly and further consolidated the high degree of cultural hegemony they managed.  

Just like in Bourbon Guatemala, the mounting discourse in the national press demonstrated that 
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the state was also becoming all the more dependent upon the Cervecería, not just for the image of 

modernity it promoted, but most significantly as a source of revenue.
277

 

The public discourse around this new tax underscored two themes: nationalism and social 

order with the Castillos at the center of each.  Over the course of the year, they built a case that 

the proposed tax would undercut their economic power and political influence.  In an effort to 

combat this and to preserve their prestige, they maneuvered in such a way that they acted as a 

mediator in the relationship between the state and civil society.  They influenced the press by 

drawing from an already strong nationalist discourse.  This discourse not only emphasized the 

substantial influence of the Cervecería in the economic realm, but more importantly was 

predicated on issues of maintaining social order as necessary for development and progress in the 

second half of the twentieth century.  On both of these fronts, the Castillos mounted a campaign 

in the press to demonstrate the limits of state authority and the strength and reliability of the 

Cervecería in contrast.  They successfully manipulated public opinion to view the three centavo 

tax, intended to fund public works projects with skepticism.
278

  Instead, the tax was interpreted as 

a move that undermined one of the country’s most economically productive and successful 

industries.  Most alarmingly, through a manipulation of the public discourse the Castillos 

indirectly accused the state of contributing in an increase in alcoholism.
279

  The result of this was 

an urgent sense that the country’s economic development and modernization were at stake.   
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Severely lacking national cohesion, the Cervecería Centroamericana filled a significant 

cultural gap that the state was increasingly unwilling and unable to fill.  In this chapter, by 

examining the elite production, influence, and control over the public discourse around taxation 

and alcoholism in national newspapers, I again turn to the themes of nation-building and social 

control. On both issues, the press and popular opinion were vigorously pro-Castillo 

demonstrating the high degree of cultural hegemony exercised by the Cervecería.
280

  An article 

from later in the year unequivocally states, “The defense of the Cervecería Centroamericana of 

the Castillo brothers is easy and is imperative because it is based on points of principle and 

equity.”
281

  The national press was unwavering in its support of the Castillos and the Cervecería.  

Even the suggestion of implementing new taxes on the production and sale of beer ignited a 

firestorm of descent and underscored both the limits of state authority as well as the political 

power of the Cervecería Centroamericana.  The same article then went on to claim, “This is a 

national company, which is to say, it is comprised of Guatemalans, with Guatemalan money, as 

it has been for the past seventy years.”
282

  While the public discourse was intensely nationalist, 

the national press also expressed tempered public health concerns, contending that with an 

increase in taxes a rise in beer prices would follow.
283

  The widely accepted argument held that 

with a decrease in beer consumption, an increase in aguardiente consumption would soon follow 

and along with it a deterioration in society due to the uncontrollable epidemic of alcoholism.
284

  

This argument preyed upon popular anxieties and underscored race-based stereotypes, which 

held that after decades of work and investment to modernize the country all would be lost.   

                                                 
280

 CIRMA. “Impuesto a la Cerveza,” El Imparcial, 10 Nov 1960.   
281

 Ibid.   
282

 Ibid.   
283

 CIRMA. “Impuesto a la cerveza proyecta el gobiero,” La Hora, 5 Jun 1960.   
284

 CIRMA.  “76 Anos de Prestigio Cervecero”, 29 Mar 1962.   



138 

Using articles and editorials that causally linked a rise in the cost of beer to a predicted 

and uncontrollable epidemic of alcoholism, I argue that the Castillos drew upon and exerted their 

influence and power to carefully construct this hyperbolic public discourse.  With the national 

newspapers always placing beer and the Cervecería Centroamericana at the center of broader 

projects aimed to foster economic development, modernity, and national well-being not only 

produced an intensely nationalist public opinion in favor of the Cervecería, but also re-produced 

the power held by the Castillos.  Neither the press nor the public discourse that defined 

alcoholism as a rampant social problem and chronicled the proliferation of Alcoholics 

Anonymous in the city ever blamed the availability or accessibility of beer as the root of this 

problem. 
285

  Instead, alcoholism and the social deterioration that accompanied it was linked to 

the degenerate behavior caused by aguardiente consumption; the drink of lo indio borracho.   

The Indio Borracho Returns: Guatemala’s 20
th

 Century Indian Problem 

By again pointing to the well-understood and racialized distinctions between beer and 

aguardiente, Arturo Castillo and his brewery evoked this image and along with it, that of el indio 

borracho in their efforts to protest what they deemed to be excessive taxes and to combat racial 

degeneration and alcoholism.  As a result, the Castillos put the Indian Problem once again at the 

center of public discourse.  In a letter to Ydigoras that was published days later in El Imparcial, 

Arturo Castillo appealed the president by stating, “I ask of you, Mister President, for the well-

being of all Guatemalans and of the national industry and with total patriotism, please retire the 

Proyecto de Ley.”
286

  They utilized public discourse to re-affirm their position and re-produce 
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and prey upon popular anxieties while further entrenching certain race-based assumptions and 

ascriptions to the country’s majority population.  This was all in keeping with their carefully 

constructed vision of a modern Guatemala and their efforts were perceived as unequivocally 

patriotic, especially in contrast to the perceived inaction and ineptitude of the state.  Despite 

language and a discourse that said otherwise, their vision was an illusion.  The steady production 

and sale of beer maintained a social order that while promising a modern Guatemala for all, all 

the more affirmed the deep distinctions in which families like the Castillos were of the few to 

benefit from the modern Guatemalan nation they argued to be building.     

By the 1960’s, nation-building at the hands of the state took a distinctly economic turn.  

Unlike the liberal dictators, with the inception of militarized rule that followed the fall of the 

October Revolution (1944-1954) this next wave of dictators concerned themselves less with a 

modern aesthetic and more with economic development.
287

  They failed to convey a clear vision 

of the Guatemalan nation and instead used excessive force to consolidate their power while 

undermining their legitimacy.  Through increasingly exploitative, repressive, and violent means 

they systematically destroyed whatever semblance of a nation existed prior.  Progressively more 

violent, the presidencies of Romeo Lucas Garcia (1978-1982) and Efrian Rios Montt (1982-

1983) abandoned ladinization, the notion that lo Indio could reform by simply giving up certain 

ascribed traits, and instead embraced scorched-earth campaigns and genocide to solve the 

nation’s Indian problem.   

Recognizing the limitations of the state, in the second half of the twentieth century the 

Castillos seized upon this power vacuum by manufacturing, manipulating, and managing a 
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public discourse in order able to convey their cohesive vision of a beer-drinking, modern nation.  

Yet, the use of alcohol was a slippery slope leading to excess and alcoholism.  To that end, and 

echoing a discourse from Bourbon Guatemala, the Castillos once again articulated the distinction 

between beer, the drink of the modern Guatemalan man, and aguardiente, the drink of the 

backwards Indian.  With Rios Montt, who took office as a born-again Christian, both his 

unorthodox solution to the Indian Problem and the rise of evangelicalism promoted one of the 

few alternatives to this dichotomy.
288

  With a strict adherence to abstinence from any alcoholic 

beverages and the acceptance of Jesus Christ, poor ladinos had more options to lead fulfilling 

and productive lives, and to embrace modernity by inserting themselves into the emerging 

neoliberal economy.  This was an illusion that was just as malevolent as Castillos notion that 

drinking-beer was a means towards ladinization.  Consequently, the fruition of the very economy 

that the Castillos, as the first industrialists, had worked towards and the inception of free trade 

brought about some of the first challenges in nearly one hundred and twenty-five years where the 

Castillos monopoly on the beer market and consolidation of cultural hegemony was challenged.   

100% Chapin 

The outrage that followed the suggestion of importing Mexican beer into Guatemala 

demonstrated the cultural hegemony that the Castillos and the Cervecería Centroamercicana 

wielded by the mid-twentieth century. Like the Castillo dynasty, the brewery was so large, 

expansive, and emblematic that any efforts perceived to impact its productivity and prestige were 

viewed critically.  Despite their vast holdings, interests, and wealth, the Castillos maintained a 
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reputation across the country as a different kind of capitalist.
289

   They were regarded as 

investors, dedicated as much to the economic development and modernization of Guatemala, as 

they were to its people.  When confronted with opportunities to concede to foreign investors or 

invest in foreign banks, the Castillos were unequivocally cien por ciento Chapin – one hundred 

percent Guatemalan.
290

   While the firm’s initial success was largely due to the concessions and 

protections given by the state, nearly seventy-five years later the firm maintained substantial 

economic power that in turn garnered them influence over political decisions, public discourse, 

and popular opinion.  They were able to do so because of the void left by the state.  They seized 

upon the limits of state authority and its lack of political legitimacy to sell their product, to 

protect their monopoly, and to preserve their position in the oligarchy.  Under the leadership of 

Ydigoras, the state was now looking to the Cervecería as a way in which to raise revenue and 

bolster funds. Yet, as the El Imparcial article pointed out, the move to increase the tax on each 

bottle of beer was all the more of an anomaly especially in light of the relationships forged and 

protections given to a small, but powerful group that made up the industrial elite.
291

   

Between 1954 and 1970 the country experienced sixteen years of economic growth with 

Ydigoras aligning himself with the country’s emerging industrial elite.
292

  Decades before, the 

Castillos paved the way for other enterprising oligarchs to make the transition from agriculture to 

industry.  These economic elites advocated for policies that fostered national development 

through modernization.  Regional economic integration and industrial development would aid in 
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both modernizing and diversifying the economy.
293

 The creation of the Camera de Industria de 

Guatemala, or Chamber of Industry, solidified key relationships between the industrialists and 

across diverse sectors of the domestic economy including, finqueros, sugar planters, cotton 

growers, bankers, merchants, and foreign capitalists.
294

  As such, and because of their critical ties 

to the national economy, industrialists like the Castillos amassed not only economic power but 

also substantial influence over the policies and politics that impacted them.
295

 

Ydigoras viewed the country’s underdevelopment in economic terms.  Significantly 

influenced by the leading industrialists he supported the Industrial Development Law of 1959 

and moved to create the Central American Common Market in 1961.  In keeping with the 

protectionism inherent in import substitution industrialization, through taxes and tariffs on 

imported goods, both moves emerged as a means to protect and strengthen established industries 

and their position in the market.
296

  They also both encouraged the flow of foreign capital into 

the country.  The 1959 law removed restrictions on foreign investment, permitted one-hundred 

percent ownership of any industry, and encouraged the establishment of multinational companies 

that only assembled the imported goods.
297

  While part of a domestic economic development 

model, this set the foundation for neo-liberal economics to take root in Guatemala.  Most 

significantly, both moves also institutionalized the development strategy of the industrial elite to 

modernize and diversify both the national and regional economy.  Their increasing economic 

power gave them substantial political influence over Ydigoras with hostilities already mounting 

against him in labor and the military.      
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Public Discourse and Discursive Power  

An analysis of the public discourse illustrates that Ydigoras’s  move to increase the tax 

on beer was an attempt to temper the power and influence of the Castillos.  With a climate that 

was favorable to domestic industrialization and economic growth the move was one that 

undermined, rather than protected, one of the country’s most celebrated domestic industries.  

While the country subsequently experienced an economic boom, protectionist policies led to a 

revenue shortfall due to the tax exemptions certain domestic and foreign firms were able to claim 

by virtue of the new law.  Government salaries were one of the areas most impacted by this 

shortfall.
298

  When the Secretary of Information gave his statement, he pointed out that the tax 

was going to an increase in the salaries of government workers in the magesterio nacional.
299

  

Because of the Castillos influence over the public discourse, this did little to shift popular 

opinion in favor of the imposed new tax.  Skepticism and even a deep-rooted hatred of the 

government reached an all-time high and was even becoming a unique characteristic of 

Guatemala City’s urban popular culture.
300

  On Ydigoras’s end, the move can best be interpreted 

as attempt to reign in one of the most economically powerful and politically influential families 

in Guatemala.  He likely did not count on the fierce outrage directed against him and his 

government that was necessarily tied to unprecedented degree of cultural hegemony that the 

Cervecería Centroamericana amassed throughout the twentieth century.   
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The press rallied around the Cervecería Centroamericana demonstrating the cultural 

hegemony the firm amassed and that the state lacked.  Through emblematic marketing schemes 

and images that were discussed in the previous chapter, they contributed significantly to the task 

of nation-building in the twentieth century.  In keeping with Benedict Anderson’s notions of the 

origins of nationalism, the press, or print-capitalism, fostered a propaganda war that the Castillos 

were clearly winning.
301

  By maneuvering and manipulating the public discourse the Cervecería 

was legitimized in ways that the state was not.  This is to say, through the press the Castillos 

were able to draw clear associations between their product and an illusion of Guatemalan 

nationalism.  They did this through marketing and propaganda campaigns that, like the release of 

Gallito, showed concrete examples of the firm’s investment in a product that was destined only 

for the domestic market.  These carefully orchestrated and widely seen examples highlighted the 

Castillos engagement in the public discourse stood in contrast to a state that was increasingly 

wielding power through force.  Moreover, at the end of his tenure Ydigoras’s inability to 

complete key infrastructure projects and to temper the growing opposition movement 

demonstrated both the limits and fragility of state rule while offering ample opportunities for the 

Castillos to fill a growing void between the state and society with their beer.  In discourse and in 

practice they invested not only in the science and technology needed to grow their company, but 

also in the country’s strides towards modernization and development.   Whereas by the mid-

twentieth century the state failed or abandoned nation-building projects, save for a few economic 

development initiatives, through the production and consumption of their beer the Castillos were 
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described in the national discourse as acting in ways that the state would not or could not.
302

  As 

a result, the Castillos perpetuated an illusion of national cohesion and distilled a modern national 

identity through a discourse that was framed in opposition to both the state and civil society, yet 

appealed to both.   

An analysis of public discourse not only offers pointed critiques of the state, but also 

reveals how handily the Castillos maneuvered to manipulate popular opinion against taxes and in 

favor of the Cervecería.  Efforts by the state to shore up revenues to pay for the construction of 

schools, to introduce potable water, and to supplement the already low salaries of government 

workers were viewed with skepticism.  While the successful completion of these projects would 

have offered the Ydigoras state the legitimacy it lacked, Arturo Castillo and Jose Arzu ensured 

that these efforts were undermined by influencing the public discourse in opposition.  In effect, 

they argued that under cutting beer sales through the introduction of would be more devastating 

for the country than the reality of poor education, unsuitable drinking water, and dissatisfied 

government workers.
303

   Such projects that may have improved the material situation facing lo 

indo were overshadowed by a nationalist discourses that preyed upon elite anxieties and re-

produced race based stereotypes that kept el indo borracho drunk.  Castillo and Arzu only added 

to the narrative of the ineffectual and corrupt state and through the complicity and uncritical gaze 

of the press conspired to court public option by continuing to emphasize the same illusion of 

their unwavering commitment and investment to Guatemala and all of its people.   
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Killing the Chicken with the Golden Egg: The 1960 Beer Tax 

As early as January of 1960, the press was already reporting on the mounting hostilities 

between the Cervecería Centroamericana and Ydigoras.  Launched by Adolfo Montes 

Villanueva, the General Manager of the distribution firm, Central Distribudora, the case of the 

small municipality of Pueblo Nuevo, Tiquisate, Escuitla underscored these tensions.
304

  The 

municipality petitioned the ministro de gobierno to add a one centavo tax on each bottle of beer 

consumed.  The petition was approved citing an agreement made the year prior between the 

government and the municipality that any funds collected from the tax would go directly to the 

construction of a new school, the cost of which was estimated at sixty thousand quetzales.  

Leadership from Central Distribudadora, a subsidiary of the Cervecería Centroamerciana 

convened a press conference to voice their concerns over the tax.  It would not just impact their 

business, but more to the point, they argued that the tax was illegal.   

 In addition to the concerns raised by Adolfo Montes in Pueblo Nuevo, Puerto Barrios 

soon followed suit.  Doris Smith, owner of a warehouse for the Central Distribudora in Puerto 

Barrios also shared her concerns at a press conference that was held on January 12, 1960.
305

  

Smith’s sales suffered as a result of the unlawful imposition of the four centavo tax.  She called 

the tax abusive, arbitrary and inconsiderate citing instances where her business was forced to pay 

the Q1.56 tax on each case of beer, even though a great many of them were destined for towns 

and cities other than Puerto Barrios.
306

  She also pointed to the perhaps unintended social 

consequences of the now higher tax on beer that she had no choice but to pass on to the 
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businesses that she supplied.  Beer was now being smuggled into Puerto Barrios in an effort to 

evade the new tax.  She argued that these clandestine supply networks undermined not only her 

legitimate business, but also the municipality in its effort to bolster revenues to support projects 

intended for the public good.
307

  

 Only a modest number of municipalities petitioned the government for the ability to be 

able to levy a small and local tax and provide basic services.
308

  This revealed the limits of the 

state that was unable to provide the revenue and infrastructure in order to deliver potable water 

or construct adequate schools.
309

  The municipalities that levied these new taxes were likely 

concerned with improving material conditions rather than ensuring a steady supply of affordable 

beer.  Notably, and demonstrating the Castillos tight control over the narrative conveyed in the 

press, this was a point that was obscured in the national discourse.  For example, in one article 

from El Imparcial the author writes, “It is a laudable project to introduce potable water to 

populations that lack it, but we do not think it fair to look for a way to finance it by punishing a 

product like beer that has already been significantly impacted by so many new taxes.”
310

 The 

emphasis was always on the Castillo’s contributions to broader national projects, rather than on 

the lived reality of many throughout the country that lacked many of the services that the new tax 

might have provided for.  What the press did convey was an image of an inept and mismanaged 
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state under Ydigoras.   Across newspaper articles and editorials, it was never clearly stated how 

the new tax was going to be used.  Some articles cited government salaries, while others noted 

public works projects like sanitation and potable water.
311

  Whether this was done purposefully 

or not, the press insinuated that the state was inept, corrupt, and mismanaged.  New taxes across 

the country in places like Puerto Barrios, Tisquite, Morales, Mazatenango, and others only added 

fuel to an already mounting public debate over their imposition.
312

  In these municipalities, the 

modest tax burden varied.  In Pueblo Nuevo, Tisquite the tax was just one centavo, while in 

Puerto Barrios it was five.
313

  In the initial months of 1960, the discourse that the press launched 

in opposition to these new taxes offered opportunities for the Castillos to formulate their 

narrative and to solidify public opinion in their favor. 

Protests and outcry over the imposition of these new regional taxes were discussed in a 

statement from the office of the Ministro de Hacienda y Credito Publico.
314

  While the emphasis 

was on funding the construction of new schools and the purchase of educational materials, the 

state was facing significant opposition, mostly from those closest to the Cervecería and its 

subsidiaries. There is no record of any popular protests like those in Quetzaltenango nearly a 

century prior.  Rather, the public discourse centered on disputes between elites.  Nevertheless, El 

Imparcial reported that the office of Ministro de Hacienda was clearly overwhelmed with the 

innumerable petitions they received and was calling for an end to the abuses suffered by the 
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government employees that received their complaints.
315

  In what was one of the few occasions 

where the press offered a perspective beyond the interests of the Castillos, El Imparcial and the 

Ministro de Hacienda were equally taken-aback by the sudden and staggering reaction to the 

modest one centavo tax.
316

  In a statement released to the press, the Ministro de Hacienda argued 

that such dissent was really a distortion of the noble efforts of the government to construct 

schools and to contribute to the well-being of country.
317

  

As a  consequence this ministry attended the innumerable requests of consumers, and in order to 

limit the many abuses suffered as a result of those that distort the noble intentions of the government…I 

have decided to intervene on this issue of verifying the violations that have been committed…and for the 

effect of soliciting the collaboration of the public, to denounce them to provide a valuable aid to the actual 

regime.
318

   
 

In public discourse, the examples of the very few municipalities that levied these small 

taxes set the stage for hostilities to mount between the state and the Cervecería Centroamericana, 

foreshadowing what was to come as the state considered an additional three centavo tax across 

the board tax.  Nevertheless, while these tensions were played out in the press shaping both 

public discourse and opinion, they were still elite discourses that revealed the complex 

negotiations for power between the state and the Cervecería.   

 Arturo Castillo did not engage with the press on the issue of the new proposed taxes on 

beer until just days before the much anticipated release of Gallito.  The letter he submitted for 

publication on the June 7 edition of El Imparcial was timed perfectly to coincide with the day’s 
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festivities.
319

  With Ydigoras noticeably absent from the event, Castillo and Arzu seized upon 

days of negative coverage on the state’s unjust imposition of new taxes to draw increased  

 

the public discourse and orientated public option in staunch opposition to the actions of the state.  

Castillo pointed specifically to the new, yet few, municipal taxes as responsible for the decreased 

consumption of beer.
320

  In an effort to make the case that the Cervecería was suffering 

financially, Castillo used various figures to substantiate his case.  

Discourse and Reality:  

Arturo Castillo’s Comparison of Beer Sales and tax Revenue from January-May 

 1959 1960 

Cases Sold (39 bottles per 

case) 

248,374 160,000 

(Q 30,355,000 less in foregone 

revenue) 

Tax Revenue  Q 255,047.39 less than in 1959   

 

Between January and May of 1960, he argued that the Cervecería sold a modest 160,000 cases of 

beer (each case containing 39 bottles), with the treasury forgoing Q 30,355,000 less than it had 

during the same period of the previous year.
321

  While never providing a year to year comparison 

of sales and the corresponding tax burden, he stated that the Cervecería’s sales were significantly 

lower than the year before, having sold 88,374 less cases of beer.
322

  With the fiscal tax rate set at 

Q0.074 for each bottle, the treasury netted Q255,047.39 less in 1960 than in 1959.  Again, 
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without a year to year comparison his figures did little to show how the levying of a few modest 

municipal taxes on the sale of beer was truly hurting the Cervecería.   

Arturo Castillo was playing fast and loose with the numbers in order to show the dire 

situation facing his business. To the average Guatemalan reading Castillos letter in the 

newspaper, these figures and the amount of Quetzales at stake must have been staggering.
323

  

The purpose of Castillos letter was to demonstrate just how much the Cervecería was already 

contributing to the national treasury and the devastating impact of the new tax on both the 

Cervecería and the state.  Later in the year, Castillo would write another letter stating that with 

the municipal taxes and the threat of another tax looming that beer sales fell, costing the state 

nearly five million quetzals in revenue.
324

  While additional taxes were intended as revenue to 

pay for various public works projects, Castillo aimed instead to show that the state was actually 

undermining itself and in fact cutting into the revenue it was collecting through the already 

established and agreed upon tax.  Without saying it directly, Castillos open letter insinuated not 

only a mismanagement of tax revenue, but also the ineptitude of the state and its ill-conceived 

tax policies.  Juxtaposed against the images of the well-run, successful, and modern brewery 

both Arturo Castillo and Jose Arzu manipulated public discourse fomenting more and more 

resentment in the state and increasing confidence in the Cervecería.
325

  What emerged through 

this public discourse was a power vacuum that the Castillos were poised to fill with their little 

bottles of Gallito or their even bigger litros.   
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What Castillo did not say directly in his letter, the national press said for him.  Most 

pointedly, one article from June 6 referred to the actions of the state through the use of a clever 

cliché, matar a la Gallina de los Huevos de Oro – killing the chicken with the golden eggs.  

From the language of the article, the position of the national press was clear, “The government, 

well, the project of creating a new tax on beer, El gobierno, pues, el proyectar la creacion de un 

nuevo impuesto para la cerveza, is also creating a conflict with their own interests.”
326

  By 

imposing these new taxes, the state was, quite literally, killing the chicken with the golden eggs.  

Successive articles in the days leading up to Gallito’s release drew the public’s attention to 

certain themes.  The public discourse represented a conflagration of opposition to the state 

expressing the ineptitude of the Ydigoras state, the illegality of the new tax, contested legal 

decrees, the price of beer in contrast to aguardiente, and an increase in alcoholism.  All of this 

increasingly defined the Castillos in opposition to the state.  The Castillos utilized their power 

and prestige to influence the public discourse that both produced and then preyed upon popular 

anxieties of moving backwards, rather than forward towards the modern nation that the 

Cervecería was well-understood to be crucial in visioning and constructing.
327

  Another article 

from later in the year described the action of the state as desplumando el Gallo.
328

  The language 

utilized by the press offered a vivid image of the harm caused to the Cervecería by the very 

visible hand of the state.  It further intensified the nationalist discourse around the Cervecería and 

undermined the actions of the state.   
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The press also played fast and loose with its interpretation of laws that they argued 

protected the Cervecería from abuse at the hands of the state.  Legally, a 1953 revision to the 

country’s alcohol and liquor laws was cited as evidence of what were considered to be illegal 

taxes on the Cervecería’s beer.  Decree 1026 instituted new regulations by which alcohol would 

now be taxed.  Notably, a 1953 decree established the tax on beer, an industry that was 

previously free from taxation.
329

  In regards to beer, the technical decree stated, “Beer  that does 

not exceed 7% Gay Lussac shall only pay a tax of twenty cents per quetzal for every 1,000 grams 

(1 liter) that leaved the brewery”.
330

  This law was widely cited in the press lending credence to 

an already building narrative of the unjust taxes waged on the beer industry.  In all cases, the 

taxes on alcohol well exceed the twenty centavo regulation.     

 Alternatives to the new tax were also discussed in the press, the most resounding of 

which was to institute a harsher tax on aguardiente.  While a bottle of beer, containing just one 

once of alcohol was subject to a tax of just over seven centavos, a liter of aguardiente was 

subject to a Q1.22 tax, about three centavos per ounce.
331

  In the June 5
th

 article in El Imparcial 

Luis Edgardo Tejada wrote, “aside from the concepts discussed above, there is no point of 

comparison between the punishment of taxes levied on beer and that levied onaguardiente”.
332

  

Tejada noted that other alcoholic beverages, otherwise free from taxation, like wine (containing 

fourteen percent alcohol) and sangria (with percent) should also be subject to the same 
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regulations and taxation.
333

  Yet, the insinuation was that aguardiente was a far more harmful 

beverage than beer.  While it was taxed at a higher rate, he argued that it was not high enough for 

the state to either collect substantial revenue from it or discourage its consumption.  This was an 

argument that continued to gain momentum as matters of social order became increasingly 

conflated with the economic impact of the proposed new taxes.     

Recognizing some of the legal arguments in opposition to the new taxes, in August of 

1960 Ydigoras looked to the legislature for both support and legitimacy.  The Proyeto del Ley 

prompted another wave of opposition in the public discourse.
334

 In early September of 1960, the 

Castillos once again took their case directly to the public. Within days of each other both El 

Imparcial and Prensa Libre printed two letters verbatim from the Castillos.
335

  At the center of 

each spread was a letter written to President Ydigoras from Arturo Castillo.  Jose Arzu also 

weighed in, making his case to an already sympathetic public by highlighting the vast sums that 

the Cervecería invested in the newest brewing technologies and techniques, in the research and 

development of new industries, and their dedication to delivering progressive labor conditions 

for its workers.
336

   

Printed together, there were striking differences in the language that was utilized in their 

letters in contrast to the mounting public discourse.  On August 29
th

, Jose Arzu sent a letter to the 

Ministro de Economia, Julio Prado Garcia Salas.  Framed by a great concern for the nation and 

                                                 
333

 Ibid.   
334

 CIRMA. “Torpeada la Politica de Proteccionismo y Desalienta la Inversion”, El Imparcial, 21 Sept 1960.   
335

 CIRMA. “Memorial que la Cervecería Centro Americana, S.A. Envio al Ministerio de Economia Exponiendo los 

Serios Inconvenientes de Aumentar Impuestos”, Prensa Libre, 7 Sept 1960.   
336

 Ibid.   



155 

the industry of Guatemala, he point by point enumerated the problems associated with the 

proposed new tax.
337

  In his letter, he argued: 

As we repeat, in order for the beer industry to develop and as a necessity of the creation of a series of 

industries that produce for the benefit of us all, it is necessary that these new industries have a long period of time to 

securely establish themselves, without continually facing new taxes that indirectly impact the lowering of profits 

year after year.
338

  

 

The language of his letter was both urgent and deferential suggesting that he well 

understood the necessary balance of publicizing the opposition of the Cervecería 

Centroamericana without appearing to antagonize the state.  After receiving no response, Arturo 

Castillo wrote his letter appealing directly to Ydigoras dated September 3
rd

 and was published 

alongside Arzu’s just days later in the September 7
th

 edition of El Imparcial and Prensa Libre.  

While Arzu went into significantly more detail, Castillo echoed the same themes: the Cervecería 

Centroamericana’s past, present, and future investment was being undermined and undercut with 

grave consequences to follow.
339

   

As the two top officials of the brewery and direct descendants of founders Mariano and 

Rafael, Arturo Castillo and Jose Arzu were best positioned to take their case to the press and 

shape the public discourse.  In doing so they re-produced a longstanding narrative that positioned 

the Cervecería Centroamericana at the center of nation-building projects.  They maneuvered to 

frame their opposition to the new tax, that was intended to support various and at time ill-defines 

public-works initiatives, through a nationalist discourse that undermined the intentions and 

actions of the Ydigoras state.  As such, the position of the Castillos and their Cervecería were all 

the more affirmed.  Even rumors of impropriety on the side of the Castillos that surfaced in the 
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national press were given little weight.  On September 21
st
 El Imparcial reported on an 

inconvenient rumor in which Arturo Castillo attempted to bribe members of congress with Q 

40,000 in exchange for their support in opposing the new tax.
340

  The context of the article is 

telling of the resistance of the national press to act in opposition to the Castillos.  For example, in 

this article the author uses the image of plucking the feathers of the rooster to describe the 

actions of the state.  While the rumor was reported on, it was also swiftly denied and instead the 

Castillos opposition to the tax is understood as a genuine act of defense and obligation.
341

  

Through this discourse, the Castillos were able to further consolidate their political power.   

 In early September a series of articles were printed in the national newspapers that added 

to a public discourse that increasingly legitimized the Castillos opposition.  Rather than provide a 

record of the political discourse occurring in the halls of congress, their reports instead offered 

editorial-style analysis that always seemed to swing in favor of the Castillos and the Cervecería 

Centroamericiana.  In one such article, Jose Herrera Ariano, a spokesman for the Unidad 

Democratica stated that the tax was both “injusto y inconveniente- unjust and inconvenient”.
342

  

In the context of the broader public discourse, his comment shed little light on what was already 

known and perceived about the issue. He glossed over what was likely to have been a more 

substantive debate as to what the prospective tax revenue was intended to fund, but nevertheless 

concludes with a fierce, yet unsurprising, denouncement of the new tax.  He argues, “The same 

could have been through to impose a tax on cigarettes, cattle, or whichever other consumer 

good.”
343

  The suggestion of imposing taxes on other consumer goods understood as essentials 
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and necessities underscores his point and that of the broader public discourse that the tax on beer 

was both unjust and inconvenient.   

 The public discourse over the proposed new taxes on beer demonstrated the existence 

of  a weak national press that was both unwilling and unable to engage the public in a debate that 

might undermine the Castillos influence.  While the press was able to critique and foment 

opposition to the state, the same could not have been said of the relationship with the Castillos.  

In the same article that included statements from Democratic Unity spokesmen Jose Herrera 

Ariano, the author concluded with a call for congress to make an informed decision through the 

use of a study that would aid in understanding the impacts of the new tax.  The author states, “He 

added that the way to create taxes, without a previous study, not only harms the companies but 

discourages investors.”
344

  The suggestion of such a study was one that was seemingly welcomed 

by the Castillos, but not without controversy.
345

   

Press coverage demonstrated obvious sympathies towards the Cervecería, revealing a 

public discourse that was heavily influenced by the Castillos.  They maneuvered and even 

weighed in, in ways that that suggested a careful construction of a national narrative that 

protected and favored the Cervecería.  The issue of the proposed study, which ultimately did not 

come to fruition, suggested the posturing of the Castillos to be seen as supportive of the 

legislative process rather than as obstructionist.  The press reported that in early September, Jose 

Arzu and other high ranking officials from the brewery paid a formal visit to the finance 

committee to discuss the potential of this study.  While Arzu described their meetings as 

successful and applauded the noble efforts of the committee, rumors swirled around the form and 
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function of the suggested study.
346

  Launched by the treasury committee, they would contract a 

Guatemalan economist to conduct it that would then inform the decision to ultimately be reached 

by the legislature.  As one of the most outspoken proponents of the new tax, or the Proyecto de 

Ley, congressman and member of the finance committee, Rodolfo Azpuru offered a markedly 

different account of the Cervecería’s visit.  He argued that Arzu was in fact opposed and was 

posturing to undermine the study that he had otherwise publically welcomed.  In a statement 

published in El Imparcial on September 10, Azpuru argued, “He has given a number of 

statements that has clearly shown his point of view, implying that he does not need any study 

from any economist to make his decisions”.
347

  While the press merely glossed over these 

tensions, they nevertheless revealed the persistence by which the Castillos maneuvered and 

manipulated public discourse and public opinion.     

Arzu took to the defense arguing that Azpuru misrepresented his words.  Arzu pointed to 

the lack of clarity that surrounded the intended use of the projected tax revenue and refuted the 

claim that he and the Cervecería were acting out of an interest to protect their monopoly over the 

beer industry.  To this point, he argued how could there be a perception of a monopoly, “when 

there exists in Guatemala only three factories that produce ten or twelve different types of 

beer”.
348

  This point was unequivocally false with the only other breweries operating out of 

Guatemala were either owned by or were subsidiaries of the Cervecería Centroamericana.  The 

reaction from the Castillos underscored their efforts to undermine the state and influence public 

discourse.  They utilized it in order to launch scathing attacks on the Ydigoras state.  In 

                                                 
346

 Ibid.   
347

 Ibid.   
348

 Ibid.   



159 

discrediting Azpuru, he argued, “we think that the era of politicians doing their cheap 

demagoguery was in the past, but sadly we now see that these men still exist to take advantage of 

any circumstance in order to create their own personal propaganda”.
349

  Even as the issue of the 

new tax wore on in the press at the close of the year, the Castillos maintained a public discourse 

in which they stood in direct contrast to these types of characterizations.  The press continually 

emphasized the good intentions of the Castillos; their dedication to the collective rather than 

individual gain.
350

  They continued to be framed as benevolent in their contributions to the 

economic and general well-being of the country in spite of an overreaching and overzealous 

state.   

The press coverage of the small municipality of Pueblo Nuevo revealed the beginning of 

an intensely nationalist public discourse that supported the Cervecería Centroamericana in its 

opposition to the state.  Rather than fostering debate around the new proposed taxes, as the year 

progressed the public discourse was more and more narrow in its staunch opposition of Ydigoras 

and its fierce defense of the Castillos and their beer.  The notion that the Castillos would have 

Mexican beers to penetrate the Guatemalan market was a bold move by the Castillos.  Ydigoras 

was suggesting that with nearly seventy-five years in business, the Cervecería could simply be 

replaced.
351

  Despite the concessions and protections offered to domestic industries, the move 

was an attempt to reign in an enterprise that for too long used their economic power to exert 

political influence and manipulate public discourse.  He likely did not count on the 

overwhelming outrage that followed the move or on the intensely nationalist discourse that 
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emerged in support of the Castillos and their brewery.   Nevertheless, across the public discourse 

on taxation, the Mexican example was a significant one.  The Mexican case was discussed in the 

press with parallels made between pulque and aguardiente.
352

  In one editorial, the author writes,  

We were in Mexico when the battle against pulque was underway.  We all know that the drink of 

the maguey was a venom that destroyed millions and millions of Mexicans; but that government fought 

against that beverage and the weapon of this battle was to promote beer as a harmless drink..
353

 

 

Like aguardiente, pulque was well-known to be a crude alcoholic concoction that Indios 

drank.  By September of 1960 the threat of importing Mexican beer into Guatemala was 

evidence that tensions reached a fever-pitch.
354

  By suggesting this as a viable alternative 

demonstrated that Ydigoras was aiming to either exert authority over the Cervecería or that he 

was wholly unaware of the cultural capital it had amassed.  In addition to spurring intense 

interest in the press over issues of taxation, liquor laws, and imports, this example also 

highlighted key divisions in Guatemalan society with alcohol and alcoholism largely informing 

racially charged assumptions and ascriptions.
355

 

Linking the proposed new tax on beer to a prospective surge in alcoholism demonstrated 

the power of the Castillos in influencing the public discourse.  Despite the events of November 

1960 that turned the public’s attention to other pressing matters, an article that ran in El 

Imparcial on December 16
th

 argued, “The new taxes on beer is indirectly stimulating the 
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consumption of alcohol”.
356

  In their role as mediator in the relationship between the state and 

civil society, they re-produced the stereotype of el indio borracho and preyed upon anxieties that 

necessarily related alcoholism to civil disorder.  In doing so, they all the more exploited the gaps 

in state power while also reaffirming elite notions of national citizenship politics; who could, and 

could not, participate in the nation based on racially charged assumptions and ascriptions of 

backwardness and social deterioration.  In the same article, these pressure points were clearly 

articulated, just as they had been throughout the year, “the tendency to establish certain taxes in 

order to satisfy any need of the state; la tendencia a buscar determinados impuestos para 

satisfacer tal o cual necessidad del fisco; we continue in poverty and disorder without the joint 

promotion of agriculture or industry”.
357

  It was fitting that this article came at the end of a tense 

year that culminated with inaction on the part of the Ydigoras state.   

With attention turned to the heightened dissatisfaction amongst labor and within the ranks 

of the military, Ydigoras was ultimately unable to assess the new tax.  What might have offered 

him the legitimacy he sorely needed to make real improvements in the lives everyday lives of 

Guatemalans was firmly undermined and overshadowed by the Castillos.  Their maneuvering 

and manipulation of the press only furthered certain narratives of the state’s inertia and the 

Castillos patriotic intentions.
358

  While the controversy over taxation was over, public discourse 

remained all the more concerned with social deterioration and rising levels of alcoholism.  Due 

to their influence in the discourse over taxation, the Castillos were largely responsible for re-

producing anxieties over the Indian Problem that the state later responded to with unprecedented 
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levels of force.  As the political situation in the country moved from repressive to violent with 

successive military dictatorships, these anxieties over a pervasive epidemic of alcoholism 

persisted in the press.  Throughout the late 1960’s and into the 1970’s articles and editorials in 

the national press drew attention to the inception and rise of Alcoholics Anonymous groups that 

paralleled an increase in alcoholism in the country.
359

 

Aguardiente, and never beer, was consistently referenced in articles and editorials as 

contributing to the steady rise in alcoholism across the country.  Two years prior to the 

establishment of the country’s first AA group in Guatemala City, La Concordia, an article in La 

Hora offered clear distinctions between the two: 

We know that beer causes drunkenness because it has a mature percentage of alcohol; but we also know 

that in order to get drunk with beer that you must ingest many bottles. This is not the case with aguardiente: two 

small bottles, and even less, are sufficient for a man to cross the threshold and stay in the street or arrive at his home 

breaking his furniture or even the ribs of his wife and children.
360

 

 

Distinguishing beer from aguardiente consumption was a central to the Castillos early success.  

Due to the science and technology necessary for its distillation, beer was the drink of the modern 

Guatemalan man, while aguardiente remained the beverage of his antithesis: el indio borracho.
361

  

As a result of this discourse, the Castillos were able to distance themselves from the press that 

was increasingly lamenting the surge in alcoholism. 

 In 1962, the first Alcoholics Anonymous group was founded in Guatemala City.  Groupo 

La Concordia paved the way for other groups to emerge within working class neighborhoods in 
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the capital and other urban centers in the country.
362

  Group La Familiar followed soon after and 

was formed exclusively for the mothers, wives, and daughters of men that formed Groupo 

Concordia.  Like in many other areas across the region, the epidemic of alcoholism was framed 

exclusively as a male problem with women consistently framed as the victims of abusive 

behavior due to excess consumption of aguardiente by the males in their lives.
363

  The groups 

were founded on the principals of the international Alcoholics Anonymous movement and was 

intended as “a community of men and women that share their mutual experience, strength, and 

hope in order to resolve a common problem and help other to recover from alcoholism”.
364

  

While the group offered necessary support, their physical location within neighborhoods ensured 

that there was likely that group members enjoyed little anonymity.
365

 

By 1963 there were already five Alcoholics Anonymous groups in the capital city with 

more than three hundred members.
366

  By 1966, that number surged to more than seventy-six 

groups with more than six thousand members.
367

  With the exception of one outspoken editorial 

from Ramon Zelada Carrillo, who wrote many editorials for El Imparcial on the subject between 

1967 and 1977, the groups were celebrated.  Ten years following La Concordia’s inception, the 

press reported on its ten year anniversary.  While Carillo applauded the group’s efforts to limit 

the spread alcoholism and the social deterioration associated with it, upon attending a meeting, 
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he wrote, “Never have I before had I experience something as pathetic as this”.
368

  Other articles 

that celebrated this milestone anniversary were more positive, likening the group’s increasing 

membership to broader elite national discourses of order and progress.
369

  Through their 

participation in AA, these men were no longer the subject of humiliation, ridicule, disdain, but 

were instead model men in their neighborhoods.
370

  By working and providing for their families, 

instead of drinking, men were able to shed racially charged notions that seemingly kept them 

from participating in the nation.  Yet, as the press further discussed, there were other factors at 

work that framed broader discussions of citizenship politics. 

Well after Ydigoras was deposed in 1963 the press remained complicit in the re-

production of racially charged assumptions and ascriptions. Drunkenness continued to be a 

characteristic most commonly associated with lo indio.  Alcoholism, however, was beginning to 

be defined in scientific terms and through a public health discourse as an infirmity.
371

  

Nevertheless, the public discourse had trouble separating the two.  For example, El Imparcial 

made a habit of printing intensely personal and detailed testimonial accounts of individual 

struggles with alcoholism.
372

 In conjunction with pointed editorials, the personal stories were 

both sensationalist and linear.
373

  The testimonial accounts told of public and private 

humiliations.  In their own works, those writing the testimonials likened their experiences with 
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alcohol with social degeneration describing themselves as human trash until realizing that 

alcoholism was an illness and that help was available.
374

 While emphasizing no true cure was 

available, other testimonials printed in El Imparcial detailed the program from each twenty-four 

hour period to the twelve steps.  The experience of the program was described as a personal and 

spiritual reawakening which, while groups not religiously affiliated, aids in understanding how 

evangelical Christianity later gained a strong foothold within certain neighborhoods and 

municipalities.
375

   The editorials were even more sensationalist, recounting in vivid detail stories 

of domestic violence against women and children that underscored anxieties related to social 

deterioration.   

By the 1970’s the public discourse was more receptive to understanding alcoholism as 

both an illness and a social problem.  Yet, the strong racial associations with aguardiente 

persisted.   In conjunction with the testimonial accounts and commonplace stories of encounters 

with public drunkenness, the press increasingly cited doctors, sociologists, and psychologists that 

were seeking to understand the widespread dependence on drink.  By evoking images of 

drunkenness and destitution, the image of el indio borracho became all the more commonplace. 

For example, a 1972 article that discussed skepticism towards the rehabilitation of alcoholics, 

opened with a long example of a scene understood to be commonplace across the republic: “To 

check what has been said, you can pbserve for yourself what is occurring in the streets…cantinas 

full of drunks and habitual visitors during working hours”. 
376

  Across articles like this one, the 

issues and concerns with alcohol stemmed from deep-rooted ascribed traits that identified lo 
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indio in public discourse.  Within the context of heightening violence and repression in the 

countryside, presidents Lucas Garcia and later Rios Montt drew upon this discourse to mount 

their campaigns against a perceived common enemy.  Language like that showcased in a 1970 

testimonial, preyed upon anxieties of social deterioration that implored a response:  “Every 

individual that falls to the claws of vice loses total responsibility, education, good customs, 

religious principles, and morals, shame to the extreme befalls those that were previously 

honorable and fell into delinquency”.
377

  Each with their different prescription for addressing 

social problems that were always necessarily linked to the Indian Problem, civil society 

responded with the emergence of AA groups across the country, while the state responded with 

unprecedented levels of force.   

 Between the years of 1967 and 1977, the aforementioned editorialist Ramon Zelada 

Carillo wrote a series of articles that explored many themes related to alcohol and alcoholism.  

Across his articles, he was clearly unsympathetic to those afflicted.  Even so, his commentary 

offered new contributions to the public discourse and elite perceptions of alcoholism as a social 

problem.  For example, in discussing the relationship between lo indio and alcoholism, he drew 

from the work of Dr. Luis Razetti and Professor Mario Moneforte Toledo.  Both point explicitly 

to aguardiente and its availability as part of the problem.
378

  Carrillo summarized and reprinted 

the findings of Dr. Razetti; twenty-nine short points that ranged from stating the alcohol has no 

nutritional value to its cause for many illnesses. Most striking was point twenty-nine that blamed 

the alcohol industry that continues to profit off of the misery, illness, and delinquency rampant 
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throughout the country.
379

  Toledo also points to Indian customs and traditions by way of 

explaining the prevalence of alcohol and drunkenness within this population.  Carrillo 

summarized Toledo’s findings: “Even today los indios treat drunkards with respect and 

drunkenness does not repulse them”.
380

  Aside from racialized assumptions and stereotypes, 

occasionally, Carrillo’s editorials offered brief, yet nuanced, discussions alcoholism as a social 

problem and its origins.  For example, drawing from the work of Razetti and Toledo, he pointed 

to structural issues like the persistence of low wages in working class neighborhoods and the 

unresponsiveness of the state to provide basic necessities and social programs for its people.
381

  

Despite these discussions of other causes of the rise and prevalence of alcoholism across the 

country, these editorials all the more entrenched elite perspectives and assumptions regarding the 

rural indio and increasing numbers of urban ladinos; the country’s majority population.   

The limit of the state’s authority was once again discussed in a 1972 article from El 

Imparcial.  The article proposed various solutions Guatemala’s dependence on alcohol and what 

were perceived to be surging rates of alcoholism.
382

  The solutions discussed ranged from the 

establishment of new laws and higher taxes on alcohol to decreasing strength of the domestic 

alcohol industry.  The author clearly viewed these solutions with skepticism pointing to the 

ambivalence of the state to do much to curtail alcoholism as a social problem.  On the role of the 

state, the author commented: “This should be the fundamental role of the state, to protect the 

family and offer safety, cohesion, and stability”.
 383

  The author goes on to discuss the shortfalls 

of the state in its protection of the family as a fundamental unit from which the country was 
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based.  While the state made meager steps by sponsoring studies, holding the first regional 

Alcoholics Anonymous conference in 1970, and creating the Instituto Nacinal para la 

Rehhabilitacion de Alcoholicos y Dorgadictos in 1972, it did little to address the social and 

structural issues that contributed to the persistence and prevalence of alcoholism or the 

assumptions and ascriptions it carried with it.
384

 

By the mid-1970’s the state under Lucas Garcia was already formulating and 

implementing its response to these social issues.
385

  Nation-building projects were abandoned.  

Instead of promoting national cohesion through development and modernization, the state 

increasingly concerned itself with solving the Indian Problem through a show of force. In the 

final decades of the civil war violence and repression reached unprecedented levels all in the 

name of progress and development.  Throughout the Guatemalan civil war, beer sales remained 

steady while aguardiente sales surged.
386

  Of the many reasons discussed for the rise in 

alcoholism, no article or editorial pointed to deteriorating social conditions as a result of an 

increasingly hostile and inflexible political climate.  Even so, the vast majority pointed to the 

availability and accessibility of aguardiente.  The public discourse fiercely held to the notion that 

Guatemala’s social problems were essentially tied to the Indian Problem and el indio borracho’s 

taste for aguardiente.  This was a public discourse that was decades, if not centuries in the 

making.  The Castillos seized upon this and with a complicit and obliging national press, they 

offered beer as their prescription for social order.   
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Throughout the twentieth century, the Castillos played a pivotal role in utilizing this 

discourse to mediate the relationship between the state and civil society.  While the Guatemalan 

civil war was not waged on issues of alcohol or taxation, it was entirely about negotiations of 

power and race based inequality of which both played a central role.  The Castillos drew 

inflexible distinctions between beer and aguardiente.  As such, aguardiente continued to be 

blamed for racial degeneration and social deterioration, while the Castillos manufactured a 

narrative of beer as a modernizer and equalizer.  Their crusade against new taxes on beer 

demonstrated the extent a carefully crafted discourse that re-produced racially charged 

assumptions and ascriptions that preyed upon elite anxieties around social order.  These anxieties 

not only fueled beer sales, but also an unorthodox state response in its effort to purge lo indio 

from the nation.  As such, and through an elusive yet carefully crafted narrative of national 

cohesion, both the Castillos power and prestige was all the more reaffirmed, while el indio 

boraccho was all the more entrenched.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
La nueva Guatemala es dessarollo y progresso. 

-Slogan for Rios Montt 
 

 It was a long, hot, and rainy hike to Tikal’s famed Temple IV.  Before commencing the 

climb to the top, I paused to catch my breath and buy a water from the makeshift tiendita.  Due 

to the high volume of sightseers they were out of water.  For Q 25 I opted instead for a Gallo that 

was promptly pulled out of a well-stocked Gallo refrigerator.  It was cold, crisp, light and 

refreshing and for my twenty-two year old self, it was also the perfect accouterment for a 

morning spent exploring one of Guatemala’s most visited tourist sites.   

 As my experience in Tikal demonstrates, in any region, at any time of day, across 

Guatemala an ice cold Gallo is readily accessible.  It it also highly visible.  From the Gallo 

slogan, creemos, confiamos e invirtimos en Guatemala hand painted on the walls of schools and 

refrigeration units emblazoned with the Gallo logo in nearly every tiendita to the plastic tables, 

chairs, and glassware of countless comedors and even the national Christmas tree the Cervecería 

Centroamericana continues to invest a great deal in ensuring that their signature product is 

visible, accessible, and available.  What could be perceived as pervasive and obnoxious 

marketing and product placement, is instead embraced and celebrated with Gallo assuming a 

place of prominence as the national symbol.  With the exception of the alcohol-free futbol 

matches of the beloved seleccion nacional de Guatemala, a complex and conflict-ridden 

relationship between the state and civil society made the Gallo logo a symbol of national identity 

more so than the blue and white of the national flag.  
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 This study of the Cervecería Centroamericana offers new contributions to nation-building 

processes of twentieth century Guatemala.  Through an analysis of elite discourses I argue that 

the Cervecería assumed a central position as a mediator in the relationship between the state and 

civil society.  Because of this the Cervecería Centroamericana, S.A. not only controlled the 

country’s beer market, but also grew to include a staggering number of subsidiaries ranging from 

ice, glass, and distribution companies that directly supported the production and distribution of 

Gallo, in addition to other consumer products that included from water (Aguas Salvavidas) and 

soda (Crush products) to canned goods and snacks.
387

  By the end of the Guatemalan Civil War 

and the start of the new century, the Castillos came to wield extraordinary economic, political, 

and cultural power.  They did so as a result of structures, institutions, and discourses inherently 

tied to the colonial experience. To ensure their position in the oligarchy and the growth and 

continued success of their business the Castillos produced new notions of national identity while 

simultaneously re-producing a social order that maintained their power and prestige.   

 In thinking back on my morning scaling Tikal’s Temple IV after having imbibed on a 

Gallo, I am struck by the juxtaposition of the two images: Guatemala’s celebrated pre-

Colombian past and the country’s embrace of all things modern.  Both are evocative images of 

Guatemalan national identity and are representative of broader historical and hegemonic process 

of nation-building.  Both also offer examples of elite discourses that promoted politics and 

policies of national exclusion.  As products of these elite discourses, they obscure both the Indian 

Problem and the social question that the period’s nation-building projects either ignored or 
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addressed.  They are also indicative of what J.T. Way calls the modern anti-modern, or the 

juxtaposition of lo indio’s presence in an otherwise modern Guatemala.
388

  The former, was 

representative of a sanitized and censored shared national heritage.  The latter, was indicative of 

a carefully curated public discourse that embraced modernity, industrialization, and economic 

development.  Both images ignored and obscured the lived reality of the country’s majority 

Indian population and did so by design.   

 Assuming their position as mediators, the Castillos and their Cervecería Centroameicana 

functioned in such a way that preserved their interests and the social order alike.  Like the state, 

they distinguished themselves also in opposition to the popular culture that purchased and 

consumed their product in overwhelming quantities.
389

  Yet, as my analysis of the public 

discourse shows, they also defined themselves in opposition to the state.  In doing so, they were 

able to influence the national press and, by extension, public opinion that increasingly viewed the 

state’s authority with contempt.  They exploited both the limits of the state’s authority as well as 

their cultural influence over civil society and popular culture.  In spite of their discourse of 

modernity and marketing schemes that promised national belonging, the consumption of beer 

nevertheless re-produced a social order that kept the nation from embracing lo indio.       

 Throughout the twentieth century the state attempted nation-building projects without 

ever articulating a discourse of national cohesion that cut across these longstanding and deeply-
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rooted racial differences.  The Castillos exploited this and managed to market and sell Gallo beer 

because, among other factors like their complicated economic relationship with the state, they 

were able foster an illusion of national inclusion that still retained the social order.  As such, I 

argue that in their role as mediators, they also were manipulators of both a weak state and a civil 

society that was all too often perceived as passive and impressionable.  They utilized, curated, 

and produced a public discourse that drew upon civil society’s growing discord against a state 

that could not and would not deliver basic services, while preying upon elite anxieties and the 

internalized role of the state to preserve and protect the established social order.   

 By placing the Cervecería Centroamericana, whose primary goal was to profit from the 

sale of beer, at the center of this stud I offer new perspectives and insights on an already complex 

history of Guatemalan nation-building in the twentieth century.  My analysis of elite notions of 

nation-building shows the ways in which the Castillo’ s mediated, managed, and manipulated 

both the state and popular culture.  Most significantly, they worked from within a hegemonic 

process in order to articulate a false sense of social disorder and national cohesion.  As such, the 

question of the perceived success or failure of Guatemalan nation-building persists.   On this 

point, I argue that because of the presence and prominence of Gallo beer, the Cervecería 

Centroamericana, and the Castillo dynasty, it must be considered a failure.  National cohesion 

cannot be predicated on beer alone.  While over time, its use and meaning became inscribed with 

certain elite notions of Guatemalan national identity, the broader context of the modern day’s 

exclusionary citizenship politics and mass migration demonstrates that beer is not enough.   

 That each day Guatemalans purchase Gallo, often in high quantities, is not sufficient for 

the construction or consolidation of national identity.  As Benedict Anderson argues, the nation 
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must also be a product of the people who imagine themselves to be a part of that community.
390

  

While some of the evidence presented in this study suggests this, further study and an approach 

that looks at this history from below can begin to answer questions of the use and meaning of 

alcohol in popular culture.  That is to say, in this study I show how elites perceived beer’s use 

and meaning prompting new questions as to civil society’s perceived use and meaning.
391

  The 

evidence presented here shows that as the Cervecería Centroamericana perpetuated a public 

discourse of cosmopolitanism and patriotism it became all the more clear that their notion of the 

nation was one that excluded the majority.  This raises still more questions on issues of 

nationalism and national identity.  Can a nation be forged through elite notions alone?  Through 

product placement, marketing, and enthusiasm?  Does calling it a nation or identifying a national 

product make it so?  The national press emphasized stories like Juan Mendez Fortun and Olga 

Escobar de Escobar, winners of national contests sponsored by Gallo, or Rene Forno and Don 

Abel Canahui, two satisfied workers of the Cervecería, in order to demonstrate the Cervecería’s 

commitment to the nation and in turn the fierce loyalty of its customers.  The press highlighted 

these examples within a context of aspirations of national belonging.  Did Escobar perceive 

herself as part of the nation because she purchased three-hundred bottles of beer in a nine month 

period?  Was Forno part of this nation because of his forty-five years as a worker at El Zapote?  

While these were celebrated examples that served a specific purpose to convey striking images 

of national longing, the very elites that based national cohesion on the consumption of Gallo also 
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excluded its consumers from the nation they imagined for themselves based on assumptions and 

ascriptions were tied necessarily to alcohol consumption.   

 This study also encourages as re-assessment of the functioning of hegemony in 

Guatemala.  Defined as domination by coercion or consent, the trend in Guatemala’s 

historiography is to point to the state’s use of force as evidence of the lack of either.  By 

identifying the Cervecería Centroamericana, a private business, as a mediator between the state 

and civil society reveals a much more complicated arrangement of power and influence. William 

Roseberry argues, “What hegemony constructs, then, is not a shared ideology but a common 

material and meaningful framework for living through, talking about, and acting upon social 

orders characterized by domination.”
392

  Roseberry is talking about hegemony as a constantly 

negotiated process of articulating and asserting domination.  This certainly aids in understanding 

how power works in Guatemala.  As I show, there is little disputing the limits of the state’s 

authority and its ability to wield anything other than coercion through force.  Even so, and 

despite a discourse that positioned the Castillos as non-state actors, their power and influence 

was a product of their dependence on the weak state.  Together as political and economic elites 

they wielded both authority and legitimacy, coercion and consent.  As a history from above, this 

study aims to offer new perspectives and provoke new questions regarding the functioning of 

power, including those precarious relationships of power, in twentieth century Guatemala.   

 This project initially began as an effort to make new contributions to Guatemala’s 

relatively young historiography without essentializing the country’s experience in the previous 
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century between the October Revolution and the Guatemalan Civil War.  With the abrupt end of 

the democratic spring and the unparalleled levels of violence that marked the last decades of the 

civil war, both must be understood as the result of failed nation-building projects and processes.  

As I discussed in the previous chapters, colonial legacies and the initial failures of consolidating 

state authority in the post independence era informed the tensions and conflicts of the 1960s.  

These tensions and conflicts provide a necessary and relevant context for understanding the 

contests and complexity of negotiations of and for political power that gave rise to the 

Guatemalan Civil War.  Neither the Castillos or the Cervecería Centroamericana directly 

participated in these conflicts.  Still, they represented a reactionary social order and through the 

commercialization and marketing of their beer, provided a discourse of racial degeneration and 

social deterioration that contributed to elite prescriptions for social order from the banal to the 

extreme.  In the 1980s, as the Cervecería Centroamericana prepared to celebrate its one-

hundredth anniversary, the country was still reeling from some of the most violent years of the 

civil war.  During the early 1980s the state launched the Counterinsurgency War in the name of 

eradicating a perceived communist threat fomenting in the Guatemalan Highlands.  Under the 

successive regimes of Romeo Lucas Garcia and Efrian Rios Montt the ensuing scotched-earth 

campaign, later deemed a genocide, devastated rural communities through unprecedented levels 

of violence, forced conscription and complicity, and the creation of military-run model villages.  

Under the guise of a communist threat, the state’s prescription for social order, nation-building, 

and the Indian problem was its eradication.  There was no doubt that even within a broader Cold 

War context that Rios Montt’s motivations were grounded in decades old historical processes 

that conditioned him, as an elite, to protect and preserve a social order that was firmly entrenched 
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in a discourse that identified lo indio as a threat to progress and development and a practice of 

exclusion.   

 Without a civil society, there can be no nation.  The failure of twentieth century nation-

building projects culminated with the genocide that took place during the final decades of the 

Civil War.  Throughout the century, the lack of consistency of state rule across successive 

dictatorships and militarized regimes demonstrated the limits of state authority and the post-war 

period was not exception.  By this time, and as a result of the Peace Accords, the severely 

weakened state not only lacked both legitimacy and authority, but also remained unresponsive to 

national reconciliation efforts and even more urgently, to worsening material and social 

conditions affecting the masses.  In light of all of this, the Cervecería once again exploited the 

weak state by working within its purview.  In tandem with a surge in consumer and mass culture 

the Castillos played a highly visible role in social work and aid projects across the country.  

From scholarship funds and disaster relief to the Arbol Gallo, the Cervecería once again pursued 

a marketing strategy that positioned them as filling the gaps left by the state.    

 Despite a discourse of national cohesion, images tell a much different story.  Calendars 

released by the Cervecería Centroamericana demonstrate the ongoing production of the 

company’s carefully curated national image.  A calendar from 2007 entitled Todo un ano para 

celebrar!, for example, shows image after image of young, well-dressed, and light-skinned 

Guatemalans enjoying the company of friends with Gallos all around.
393

  From a picturesque 

backdrop of Lake Atitlan to an engaging futbol match, the images convey the same notions of 

cosmopolitanism and patriotism that launched the brand in the first place.  These images are 

                                                 
393

 “2007: Todo un ano para celebrar,” Cervecería Centroamerciana, S.A., 2007.   



178 

especially relevant for who and how the nation under Gallo is represented.  In the 2011 calendar 

titled La mejor historia a traves del tiempo, two images accompany each month: one old and one 

new.  Juxtaposed against each other, together they convey notions of order and progress showing 

how burgeoning cities grew out of dusty streets.
394

  There are no images of men and women in 

traje or scenes of urban poverty; on display in the calendars that hang in nearly every comedor, 

tiendita, and home are images of a nation produced for elites by elites.  They are aspirational 

images that by no means convey an inclusive national identity but nonetheless offer a brief 

illusion of national belonging with every bottle of Gallo sold.   
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