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"No somos recuerdos de Tikal, ni de Copan, o Palenque; 

somos una cultura viva" 

Rigoberta Menchu Tum 

from a speech given at the University of Arizona, 

November 3, 1998 
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THESIS STATEMENT 

For five hundred years, the indigenous Maya communities 

inhabiting the highlands of Chi a pas, Mexico and western 

Guatemala have maintained their ethnic identity by adapting 

to, resisting and/or subverting the multiple pressures that 

have threatened their resources and cultural autonomy. The 

period between the 1870's and 1940's heralded major changes in 

political structure, economic development and social mobility. 

External changes fueled by world markets, neo-Liberal 

political ideology, and the formation of the state caused 

highland Maya communities to alter past methods of resisting 

political and economic intrusions by agents of state 

authority, local landed elites and the international 

commercial interests producing export crops. Internal changes 

caused by increases in regional indigenous populations, the 

privatization of communal lands within each municipio, 

dwindling alternative sources of subsistence land outside the 

community, and the emergence of a cash economy based on 

indigenous labor, gave the situation a new sense of exigency. 
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This thesis examines how these Maya communities used 

passive resistance strategies, a form of resistance that 

allowed Maya communities a flexible means of adaptation. It 

also reassesses the significance of state formation within the 

context of neo-Liberal politics and the promotion of foreign 

investment and commercialization of export crop productions 

which are factors that have been discussed by other scholars. 

Liberal politics and foreign investment did affect Maya 

communities both in Chiapas and in Guatemala but not in a 

uniform manner. Many Maya communities held on to or acquired 

new land, participated in local politics, received military 

training and academic education, and adapted to the political 

and economic conditions that developed thus promoting their 

survival during this period. 

This thesis analyzes the successes and/or failures of 

passive resistance strategies within four Maya communities by 

careful comparative analysis of period ethnographic studies 

and more recent scholarship. The basic criteria applied to 

the communities studied in this paper take into consideration 

the relationship between four variable characteristics whose 
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interactions are important in the understanding of social 

change in agrarian communities. The variables are drawn from 

John Tutino's on the social bases of agrarian violence are, 

material conditions, autonomy, security and mobility. The 

selected highland communities are San Juan Chamula and 

Zinacantan in Chiapas, Mexico, and, in Guatemala, Santiago 

Chimaltenango and Momostenango, in their respective 

Departamentos of Huehuetenango and Totonicapan. 

These communities have been selected not only because of 

the extent of secondary sources available for analysis, but 

also as a means of understanding the diversity of situations 

and conditions each community faced. The purpose of this 

thesis is not to provide a definitive study of passive 

resistance for all highland Maya communities, but to offer a 

new understanding of the ability of Maya communities to act as 

able agents in the determination of their own destiny. 

Introduction 

Etic vs Ernie 

The persistence of Maya cultural identity has been 

examined by many Mesoamerican historians, archaeologists, 
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ethnographers and anthropologists. Together they have offered 

various theories regarding this cultural phenomena. Since the 

1970's, the study of living societies by anthropologists has 

been shaped by two perspectives. The need for implementing 

both perspectives becomes obvious when one sees the effect in 

the quality of knowledge gained. 

The etic approach stresses the disengagement of the 

observer from those being observed, a perspective unprejudiced 

by direct contact or by personal relationships. Within the 

field of Mesoamerican studies, archaeologists revealed 

Precolumbian Maya culture from the scientific interpretation 

of material culture remains. This method may not always 

provide an understanding of the quality of life enjoyed by the 

subject. 

The ernie approach relies on interactions between the 

researcher and the subject; focusing on the quality of life 

rather than relying on interpretations based only on material 

remains. Contemporary research on social change must rely on 

a sound understanding of how the subject interprets the world 

he or she lives in and they formulate their reactions and 
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adaptations to that reality. 

Early Cultural Development Models 

For the first half of this century, knowledge about the 

meaning of the writing on stealae, vases, pots, lintels and 

codexes, had been framed by the ideas formulated by 

archaeologist, J.E.S. Thompson in the late 1920's. His 

"ceremonial center" bias, reduced glyphic evidence to contain 

only chronological information and assumed that the Maya were 

preoccupied with the movement of celestial bodies; did not 

provide an understanding of why ancient Maya built ceremonial 

centers or were cognizant of stellar movement. He also 

miscalculated the evidence left by Maya scribes by saying 

that ... "it would reflect a society in which a numerous peasant 

class (were) supporting the ceremonial center elite" . 1 Did this 

1 William F. Hanks and DonS. Rice eds., Word and Image 
in Maya Culture: Explorations in Language, Writing, and 

Representation, University of Utah Press, Salt Lake City, 
Utah. 1989. pp. 1-7. 
---. J.E.S. Thompson see, J.E.S. The Civilization of the 
Maya, Field Museum of Natural History, Anthropology Leaflet 
no. 25, Chicago. 1927. 
---. Archaeological Investigations in the Southern Cayo 
District, British Honduras, Fields Museum of Natural History, 
no. 247. Also in: Anthropological series no. 17, Chicago. 
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model apply to all centers? The logic of Thompson's thesis 

also underestimated the possible uses of a language system 

that forms the basis of interaction used between an elite 

minority and the "peasant" majority. For example, did the 

writtings of the scribes permeate the society or, was it only 

for elite consumption. Language is how knowledge is imparted, 

sustained and put into living "practice". The record of this 

"living practice", then and now, underlies the development of 

social structure and interaction. If we are to understand the 

incomplete complexity ofthe ancient Maya glyphic record, the 

scholar must gloss such evidence as just the "decay or misused 

fragments of a once perfect symbol system". 2 

The key to understanding the apparent complexities began 

with the deciphering of Maya textual sources by epigraphers. 

In the early 1950's, epigraphers, Heinreich Berlin (1958) and 

Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1963,1964) discovered and fixed the 

"emblem glyphs" to specific ceremonial centers revealing that 

Maya Hieroglyphic Writing: An Introduction. Carnegie 
Institution of Washington, D.C. (reprinted. Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press.) 1950. 

2Barbara Tedlock, Time and the Highland Maya, University 
of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque. revised 1992. pp. 127. 
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the production of the scribes and masons contained a record of 

elite personal events that affected the social fabric of 

various populations. Understanding that epigraphic data was 

not just about rites of ascension, battles and the 

commemoration of celestial events, but also about the process 

by which Maya society interacted and responded to the natural 

world gave new meaning and direction to emerging cultural 

models. 3 The events preserved in stone and on other types of 

remains have revealed a complex written language of a literate 

Maya who had the means of understanding and acting within 

their vision of the world. 

Subsequent archaeological studies have focused on 

settlement patterns, subsistence and economic activities, 

environmental degradation, trade patterns and the reasons for 

the ultimate collapse of this civilization. Research began to 

3 Wm.F. Hanks and Don S. Rice. 1989 
---.Heinrich Berlin, " El Glifo "emblema" en las 
Inscripci6nes Maya", in Journal de la Societe des 
Americanistes de Paris, (n.s.) 47:111-19, 1958. 
---. Tatiana Proskouriakoff see, "Historical Implications of 
a Pattern of Dates at Piedras Negras, Guatemala",in 

American Antiquity 25(4)454-75. 1960. 
"Historical Data in the Inscriptions at Yaxchilan, Part 

1, 1963, 3:149-66, and Part 2, 4:177-201, 1964. in Estudios 
de la Cultura Maya. 
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shift away from just the architecture of the temples to 

questions about who the Maya were, their particular behavior 

and the implications of what Maya society did to their 

environment. The growing base of knowledge continues to be 

synthesized by contemporary scholars. Research by T. Patrick 

Culbert (1973), R.E.W Adams (1977), Harrison and Turner 

(1978), Chase and Rice (1985), Pohl (1985), Sabloff and 

Andrews (1986) have produced a new synthesis that reveals a 

very complex society with a history before the collapse and 

the re-discovery of this history within that of the rest of 

the world. 4 

Since the 1980's, anthropologists have found that 

incorporating a historical perspective with present day data 

allows for a more complete understanding of the internal 

characteristics of past societies and, to some extent, the 

relationships these have to present-day cultural practices. 

The ernie approach calls for the scholar to be a participant 

observer, to provide the research with a personal and 

intuitive perspective. For many etic based scientists the 

4 ibid. Wm. F. Hanks and D.S. Rice. 
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ernie recreation of an event based on the data provided by the 

epigraphic record is but a fictional account because of the 

possible biases the observer/researcher may incorporate into 

the account. Isn't the production of fiction based on 

reality, on human experience, on the range of human actions 

within complex social arenas just as important as a means of 

understanding how peoples construct their undertsanding of 

reality? In turn, etic interpretations based on material 

culture alone can lead to incomplete understandings of complex 

social interactions because they are limited to the context in 

which they were found. 

The mysteries contained within Maya texts demand 

continuous re-discovery and revision of Precolumbian Maya 

ethnohistory. The advance in knowledge gleaned from many 

types of epigraphic data has given scholars an unprecedented 

understanding of social interaction within and between many 

Maya communities of the Precolumbian period. Recently, 

scholarship on the Maya has incorporated etic evidence with 

ernie perspectives, enhancing an understanding of the Maya as 

a living culture, then and now. 
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Ernie and Etic in Recent Literature 

Modern literature combines evidence with perspective thus 

adding to an expanded knowledge of social change in recent 

times. Some examples of the literary dialogue between the 

etic and ernie perspectives include, Gary H. Gossen's, Chamulas 

in the World of the Sun, 1974 and Barbara Tedlock's, Time and 

the Highland Maya, revised in 1992. Gossen studies the 

Chamula perspective of time and space using Maya oral 

tradition as a "complete information system ... because language 

is both the meaning and the manifestation of knowledge about 

the world" . 5 Tedlock and her husband united formal diviner 

training with anthropological study in order to understand 

Quiche concepts of the reading of time. 

George A. Collier's, Fields of Tzotzil, 1975 uses an 

ecological approach to his research on Zinacantan land use. 

Collier argues that the basis for Tzotzil traditions could be 

understood as one that was conditioned by how community 

members have used the status of low quality subsistence land 

5 Gary H. Gossen, 
Harvard University Press, 
pp. vii. 

Chamulas in the World of the Sun, 
Cambridge, Massachussetts. 1974. 
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to negotiate both internal ethnic and inter-ethnic factional 

strife caused by lowland rental arrangements. 

Kay B. Warren's, The Symbolism of Subordination: Indian 

Identity in a Guatemalan Town, 1978, uses symbolic analysis to 

explore the systems by which the Maya community of San Andres 

Semetabaj organizes self-identity, how they define proper 

moral deeds and political actions in presentday Guatemalan 

society that historically has subordinated Maya communities 

throughout the country. 

Studying confraternity religious celebrations in the 

western Guatemalan highlands of San Marcos, Waldemar R. 

Smith's, The Fiesta System and Economic Change, 1977, reveals 

that the even though the status of cargo positions remained 

intact, economic changes within various communities made it 

possible for individuals of the non-traditional elite to gain 

status within the community by being able to sponsor a cargo. 

Smith relied on similar work conducted in Zinacantan by Frank 

Cancian in the 1960's. 

In the 1980's Robert M. Hill and John Monaghan presented 

Continuities in Highland Maya Social Organization: 
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Ethnohistory in Sacapulas, Guatemala, 1987. This study uses 

documentary evidence and field study to understand the model 

of the "chinamit" or, territorial unit, through the 

investigation of historical changes that have occurred since 

the Colonial period. Their research has revealed that the 

persistence of pre-Columbian practices have resisted the 

influence of Spanish, national state formation and modern 

period pressures by the practice of other Maya cultural 

principles. 

In the 1990's, the dialogue continues with Jeremy 

Sabloff' s, The New Archaeology and the Ancient Maya, 1990, 

which is a summary of important developments made in ancient 

Maya archaeology and applies a new sophistication to the 

process by which archaeological research can be expanded. In 

A Forest of Kings, 1990, by Linda Schele and David Freidel, 

the ernie perspective is applied to the results of twenty years 

of deciphering Maya texts and inscriptions, "including purely 

speculative reconstructions that often embellish the specific 

events recorded in the inscriptions". Employing both 

processual archaeological research and scholarship based on 
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ernie interpretations, has allowed scholars a fuller 

understanding that ... "check and amplify the other". 5 

The use of traje as an identifier of ethnic identity is 

examined by Carol Hendrickson's book, Weaving Identities: 

Construction of Dress and Self In a Highland Guatemala Town, 

1995. Hendrickson shows how the use of indigenous dress in 

Tecpan is a language in itself, telling the story of the 

village but also the station in life and status amongst peers. 

The Four Case Studies 

In Chi a pas, Zinacantan and San Juan Chamula are 

neighboring municipalities. These tzotzil communities along 

with the tzeltal communities to the west, form the core of 

indigenous highland populations north of the Grijalva Basin. 

The criteria used to describe their development within the 

region is tied to historical development of social, economic 

and political changes that occurred simultaneously and 

individually to each community. Zinacantan, being relatively 

close to San Cristobal de las Casas, was exposed to ladino 

5 Robert J. Sharer, The Ancient Maya, Stanford University 
Press, Stanford, California. 1994. 5th edition, pp. vii-x. 
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culture more readily, and as a result, sought to ameliorate 

the effects of colonial and modern state development through 

negotiation and peaceable means of resistance. San Juan 

Chamula, on the other hand, was more geographically isolated, 

had a history of violent actions against Colonial and 

Independence period domination, and even closed its 

municipality to outsiders. The comparisons drawn between 

these communities will show that indigenous resistance 

strategies can be in opposition to each other and were as well 

in opposition to the economic agenda of the state. 

In Guatemala; Chimaltenango, Huehuetenango; lost its 

autonomy with the forced introduction of San Pedranos from the 

I neighboring municipio and fought hard to re-establish its 

ethnic identity during the Modern period. Resistance 

I 
practices also centered around the diversification of 

agricultural cultivars within the geographic altitudes of 

Guatemala's mountainous varied landscape that counteracted the 

effects of a cash economy. Momostenango, Totonicapan resisted 

local caudillismo and state penetration of local indigenous 

governance by extending their reputation as fierce warriors in 
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the conflict with El Salvador. 
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This reputation led to the 

formation of the first predominant ethnic Presidential Guard 

during the Ubico regime. The education its men received in the 

army raised the literacy rate and exposed them to a broader 

segment of the national population. In addition, having to 

adapt to serious deforestation, the community of Momostenango 

quickly became a wool and natural dye products center. 

These communities provide a significant resourse for 

ethnographic study into the resistance practices employed to 

counteract the penetration of state formation. Where the 

Chiapas examples are comparisons of two similar communities, 

Chimaltecos and Momostecos are two examples of vastly diverse 

Maya communities within the Guatemalan region. These Maya 

communities will offer a sense of the variety and differences 

that can occur within the entire region of these Central 

American highlands. 

Historical Overview 

The regional phenomena of Maya culture begins in the 

central lowlands of the Yucatan peninsula. During the Classic 
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P 'od 200 900 AD the Maya population centers of El Peten, erl , - . . , 

Guatemala, were the locus of central lowland Maya polities 

such as Tikal. Evidence found here records the influence of 

"tierra fria" warriors both in iconography and in warfare 

techniques. 6 The conquest of Uaxactun by Tikal was 

facilitated by tierra fria influence but the causes could have 

been rapid demographic growth, food shortages due to soil 

depletion, and the need to exploit the environmental assets of 

another polity. Trade connected Teotihuacan and much later, 

Tenochtitlan, to the material culture of lowland Maya. 

Contact and influences between regional polities is evident. 

Material remains found in Mexico and in Guatemala prove this 

relationship. 

6 T. Patrick Culbert ed. Classic Maya Political History: 
Hieroglyphic and Archaeological Evidence. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge. ch. 6, "Polities in the northeast Pet en, 
Guatemala". 1991. pp. 131-134. 

note:During cycle 8, the 8.17.1.4.12,the Tikal 10 and 48 
burials attributed to Curl Nose and his successor, Stormy Sky, 
include objects that are similar to those produced and 
imported from Teotihuacan; Tikal Stela 31, which depicts 
Stormy Sky flanked by two individuals wearing Tlaloc shields 
and carrying atlatl spear throwers (Schele and Freidel n.d.), 
the talud tablero architecture at the Lost World Pyramid Group 
and Group 6C-XVI (Laporte and Fialko n.d.), and, a "ball court 
marker with the glyph naming Teotihuacan in the commemoration 
of the ascension of Smoking Frog in 8.17.1.4.12 . 
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Although the collapse of the central lowland Maya has not 

been fully understood, present knowledge indicates that the 

collapse was due to a variety of factors such as warfare 

between densely populated centers, population increases, and 

environmental degradation caused by intensive agricultural use 

of tropical rainforest soil along with destruction of the 

forest canopy caused by the cutting of green trees for a low 

fire source for "cal" production. What is evident is that the 

complex interaction between social organizaton and the effect 

these had on the environment contributed to these events. 

The rise of Toltec culture in the tierra fria region of 

Tula and influence of the Toltec in Yucatan can be closely 

linked to the expulsion of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl in 987 A.D. 

from Tula and the arrival and establishment of the Kukulkan 

cult in Chichen Itza. Although the origins of this influence 

are still being debated, what is known is that the 

architectural styles and the worship of Kukulkan of the two 

sites are very similar. With the collapse of both Tula and 

Chichen Itza, militaristic dynasties asserting Toltec ancestry 

would flourish along the Veracruz-Tabasco Gulf Coast. 
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According to Quichean documents, some scholars assert 

that thirteen separate epi-Toltec warriors groups entered the 

highland region of Guatemala and Chiapas around 1225 A.D. from 

this coastal region. The Quiche empire conquered and 

controlled an area stretching from the Soconusco coast to Alta 

Verapaz and dominated other groups such as the Ixiles, Mames, 

Uspantecos, Pokomames, Aguatecos, Tzutujiles and the 

Cakchiqueles. 7 The central Mexican similarities in social 

organization, as recorded in Colonial records indicate that 

communities were arranged into four "calpules" (Nahua 

calpulli), each endogamous in nature and governed exclusively 

by a single ruler. 8 Settlement pattern changes, fortification 

of settlements and territorial organization and Gulf Coast 

linguistic influences of nahuatl, all attest to the origins of 

7 Robert M. Carmack,"Toltec Influence on the Postclassic 
Culture History of the Highlands of Guatemala 11

, in Middle 
American Research Institute, Tulane University, New Orleans. 
1968 Publication no.26:52-92. 
----.John W. Fox, Quiche Conquest:Centralism and Regionalism 
in Highland Guatemala State Development, New Mexico Press, 
Albuquerque. 1978. 

8 fray Francisco Ximenez, Escolios a las historias del 
origen de los Indios, Sociedad de Geograf .ia e Historia de 
Guatemala. publicaci6n 13, 1967, pp.8-9. 
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the Quiche and other groups in the highlands. 9 

Prior to, the Spanish conquest of the Yucatan, the Mayapan 

alliance would rise and fall by 1441 A.D. to rival faction 

warfare between lineage groups. No other major population 

centers developed after this date in the Yucatan peninsula. 1 0 

The defeat of Quiche Maya armed resistance by Pedro de 

Alvarado and his indigenous allies, the Tlaxcalan and the 

Cakchiquel, occurred during the decline of the Quiche empire. 11 

This defeat led to the removal of the previous indigenous 

elite structure and the imposition of new Maya leaders 

9 Robert J. Sharer, The Ancient Maya. Stanford University 
Press, Stanford, California. 1994 Fifth Edition. table 2.1 
ch.2. 
---. John W. Fox Quiche Conguest: Centralism and Regionalism 
in Highland Guatemalan State Development. University of New 
Mexico Press, Albuquerque. 1987. 
---. Robert Carmack Toltec Influence on the Postclassic 
Culture History of Highland Guatemala. In Archaeological 
Studies in Middle America, Middle America Research Institute, 
New Orleans: Tulane University. No.26. 1968. pp.42-92. 

10 Robert M. Carmack, Janine Gasca and Gary H. Gossen, The 
Legacy of Mesoamerica: History and Culture of a Native 
American Civilization,Institute for Mesoamerican Studies, 
University of Albany, Simon & Shuster/A Viacom Company, N.J., 
19 9 6 . pp . 3 9 - 7 9 . 

11 Adrian Recinos, Cr6nicas Indigenas de Guatemala, 
Editorial Universitaria, Guatemala. 1957. pp.71-117 
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(caciques) under Spanish colonial rule. Colonial subjugation 

was an incomplete but effective domination that served the 

purpose of extracting wealth from what could be produced by 

labor, tributes and taxes. This relationship would be 

controlled by representatives of the Crown, 11 encomenderosn and 

the Roman Catholic priests. Civil governance of the Maya 

communities would, by and large, remain the prerogative of the 

non-indigenous elites and the clergy. Maya communities did 

accommodate some of the social, political, economic changes 

imposed by the Crown, but they would also learn the weaknesses 

of Colonial authority and form new resistance strategies. 

Syncretic religious practices celebrated today by the 

11 Cofradias 11 would take form as a result of a trade off between 

the ecumenical needs of the Church and the interests of Maya 

communities. Violent revolts such as the casta wars, in the 

Yucatan, revolts in the highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala are 

extreme examples of indigenous discontent. Similarly, flight 

into areas not under Spanish control, such as the Lacand6n 

forest and the interior of the peninsula were other forms of 

Maya community resistance. 
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The colonial authorities could not exert a total 

domination over all communities. This relationship of 

incomplete domination and generalized resistance would emerge 

as a basic social dialogue structured during the colonial 

period, enhanced by the creole elite during the Independence 

period and perpetuated during the formation of the Modern 

period state. The Maya would be discriminated against on the 

grounds of class, race and ethnic identity. 12 

Complete domination was not the goal of the colonial 

governors. Indigenous leaders were allowed to perform 

religious activities and manage most of the internal affairs 

of their community, but only under the supervision of priests. 

12 Kevin Gasner Soldiers of the Virgin: The Moral Economy 
of a Colonial Maya Rebellion, University of Arizona Press, 
Tucson/London. 1992. 
---. Nancy M. Farriss Maya Society Under Colonial Rule: The 
collective Entergrise of Survival,Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, New Jersey. 1984. 
---. Javier Rodriguez Pina La Guerra de Castas: La Venta de 
Indios Mayas a Cuba, 1848-1861,Direcci6n General de 
Publicaci6nes, Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes, 
Mexico, D.F. 1990. 
---. Martin Pelaez, Severo Los Motines de Indios en el Periodo 
Colonial,Estudios Sociales Guatemaltecos, Guatemala, C.A. 
1973. 
---.Carol A. Smith Guatemalan Indians and the State:1540-1988, 
University of Texas press, Austin. 1992. 
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The structure of colonial indigenous subordination was not 

uniform. Geographic isolation because of next-to-impossible 

topography was an important reason. The enforcement of 

colonial controls was effective only in and near colonial 

centers. In other areas such controls were weak or non-

existent, thus allowing a certain level of Maya community 

autonomy needed to continue and modify cultural practices. 

Subsequently, the Creole elites of the Independence and the 

"ladinos" 13 of the Modern periods would similarly maintain and 

perpetuate their dominance over the Maya in terms of race, 

class and social position, but the Maya continued to practice 

the "costumbres", speak the "lengua" and wear the "trajes" 

that identified their ethnicity . 14 

Literature Review of Regional Ethnography 

The earliest surviving example of an indigenous oral 

13 Barbara Tedlock, Time and the Highland Maya, University 
of New Mexico Press,Albuquerque. 1992. revised edition. pp. 
17. ftnt.l1. 

14 Francisco Antonio de Fuentes de Guzman, Recordaci6n 
Florida, Biblioteca "Goathemala",Sociedad de Geografia y 
Historia,Guatemala. [1690] 1932-33. 3 vols. vol.III. pub. 
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history is the Popol Vuh. Discovered by Francisco Ximenez 

between 1701 and 1703, and translated by this Dominican 

priest, this "book of the mat", provides a narration of the 

mythological origins, lineages and traditions of the Maya-

Quiche as told by an unknown indigenous author between 1554 

and 1558. 15 During the Colonial period, Maya communities 

sought to validate their territorial claims with genealogical 

ethnohistories such as the Titulo de los Senores de 

Totonicapan and Annals of the Cakchiguels, which sought to 

validate their territorial claims by tracing their ancestral 

roots, "from time immemorial", to their respective regional 

areas of Guatemala. 16 Other examples of indigenous production 

are the Chilam Balam de Chumayel, a compilation by converted 

15 Margaret Me Clear, Popol vuh: Structure and Meaning, 
Playor, Colecci6n Plaza Mayor Scholar, Madrid, Spain. 1973. 
vol. 19. 

Dennis Tedlock, Popol Vuh, Simon and Shuster, New 
York. 1985. 

16 Robert M. Carmack and James L. Murdock, Titulo de los 
Senores de Totonicapan,Universidad Nacional Autonoma de 
Mexico: Instituto de Investigaciones Filologicas, Centro de 
Estudios Maya, Mexico, D.F. 1983. 
---.see Adrian Recinos, Cronicas indigenas de Guatemala, 
Editorial Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala, Editorial 
Universitaria, Guatemala. volumen numero 20. 1957. 
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Yucateco Maya scribes during the Colonial period. It contains 

both historical and prophetic accounts relating to Maya 

culture . 17 

Contemporary regional ethnographic studies were first 

developed in the Yucatan penninsula followed by studies 

conducted in the highlands of Guatemala. In Yucatan we have 

those of Alfonso Villas Rojas's, Chan Corn: A Maya Village, 

1934 and Robert Redfield, The Folk Culture of Yucatan, 1941. 

Influenced by Redfields' thesis of "folk culture", Villa Rojas 

research was guided by the tenet that the culture of Chan Corn 

consisted of, "an organization of conventional understandings 

[about the world] manifest in act and artifact." 18 Oliver 

La Farge's La Costurnbre en Santa Eulalia, Huehuetenango en 

1932, 1947, was not a scientific study by his own admission. 

Its significance rested in the fact that he did record the 

towns' practice of "costurnbre" in relation to acculturation 

17 Daniel Garrison Brinton, Los libros de Chilarn Balarn, 
rnernoriales profeticos e historicos de los rnayas de yucatan, 
Campania Tipografica Yucateca, S.A., Merida, Yucatan, Mexico. 
1940. 

18 John M. Watanabe,Maya Saints & Souls in a Changing 
World, University of Texas Press, Austin. 1992. pp. 11. 
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thus providing a reference point for future ethnographic 

studies within the highlands. 

Theoretical Framework 

Methodology 

The analytical approach employed in this thesis builds on 

the work presented by John Tutino. His model is based on the 

dynamic interaction between; material conditions, autonomy, 

security and mobility of indigenous communities. 1 9 Tutino 

places material conditions as the primary indicator because 

they provide a "quantitative measures of the standard of 

living", in his study of the state of Morelos, Mexico. The 

secondary conditions such as autonomy, security and mobility 

are variable and in flux with the conditions set by the 

standard of living. These, Tutino says, "provide qualitative 

and descriptive" information that informs the scholar about 

the reasons and the effects of rural power struggles. The 

choice of armed resistance and insurrections is directly 

1 9 John Tutino, "From Insurrection to Revolution in 
Mexico: Social Bases for Agrarian Revolt 1750-1940 11

• 

publisher Princeton University Press. 1986. pp.25-26. 
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related to the loss of autonomy, security and mobility in 

relation to the material conditions. 

John Tutino continues to point out that if we are to 

understand "insurrections and revolutions" we must study the 

"powers, actions and adaptations" of the elites, the state 

and, the rural poor. Tutino correctly asserts that to fully 

understand these events, our examination should include a 

variety of "rural social structures," because the actions of 

the rural majority also determine the structure of rural 

agrarian society. Only by considering the rural "subordinate 

majorities in historical social studies" can the variance of 

change in rural social structures caused by insurrections and 

revolutions be explained. 20 

Since this model has been useful in determining the 

causes for rural unrest, it can also be applied to an 

explanation of why the period between 1900-1945 was devoid of 

a major pan-Indian conflagration such as the Guerra de las 

Castas in the Colonial period. I do propose some changes to 

the relation structure between Tutino's stated variables. 

20 ibid. p. 370. 
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First, all four conditions are in flux. Material conditions 

vary from season to season. Ecological conditions are not 

fixed from season to season and affected by human behavior, 

such as commercial agricultural production on the peidmont or 

deforestation of highland communities. Secondly, the 

eventuality of an insurrection is only the end result of a 

progression of reductions in more than one of the conditions 

stated above that affect rural populations. Resistance must 

include all forms of passive and active dissent. In fact I 

will argue that it is the passive forms of resistance that 

have been most effective in protecting indigenous community 

autonomy. Considering colonial period revolts, it is evident 

that the Maya contested all forms of domination that 

threatened to reduced Maya community autonomy. Once 

reasonable levels of autonomy were re-established revolts 

quickly ended. 

Applying Tutino's model to research of other scholars, I 

intend to demonstrate that there is a predictability in the 

method of resistance employed by Maya communities and, that 

the dialectic between the three major actors was determined, 
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to a large extent, by actions of the indigenous majority and 

not by the state or the latifundium alone. 

Theoretical Considerations 

The larger theoretical discourse about the production of 

history has been in the theoretical differences between what 

A. Bernard Knapp notes as the "division between humanistic, 

historiographic methodology", and "social-(natural--) science 

analytical procedure". Knapp states that this has obstructed 

the " ... evaluation and holistic interpretation of discrete 

types of evidence ... ". Seeking to end the polemic, Knapp 

submit an superb argument based in "annales" tradition, by 

looking for an inter-disciplinary recombination of previously 

theoretically isolated data bases into a" ... non-positivist, 

human science approach . " The recent turn of the debate has 

made it clear that "both anthropologists and archaeologists 

are "increasingly expressing the need for a more 

historically based, less theoretically abstract human science. 

Historians increasingly acknowledge that anthropological 

enquiry has become critical for both narrative and 
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quantitative history." The reason for this turn is that 

history as produced within the aegis of past social 

anthropologists has been ahistorical 1 without processual 

reasoning and produced a " ... derivative concept of 

culture ... ". Was not Bordieu's concept of "habitus" a better 

description of the mechanics of culture in that/ " ... culture 

is rooted in social relations and plays an active role in 

shaping history" . 21 The "habitus" of Maya culture has left 

data all over the region/ and this evidence exists within the 

context of centuries of data/ be it oral traditions recorded 

by ethnographers in modern times or the deciphered glyphs and 

ideograms of the past. This habitus has been the cultural 

glue that is practiced and functions within Maya communities. 

How "community" is defined is crucial to the 

understanding of Maya cultural and social interaction with 

other non-indigenous groups. An enlightening article that 

has simplified the understanding of historical production is 

Richard R. Beeman's critique entitled 1 "The New Social History 

2 1 A. Bernard Knapp ed. Archaeology, Annal es, and 
Ethnohistory/ Macqurie University/ Sydney. pub. Cambridge 
University Press 1 Cambridge. 1992. pp. 1-4. 
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and the Search for "Community" in Colonial America" . 22 He 

provides an insightful theoretical and methodological analysis 

about the definition of community. Who is to say that this 

form of "history" is any less valid that the reconstructions 

by other non-indigenous historians? Does not Bourdieu' s 

"habitus" apply to the production of history using the "voice" 

of the living rooted in the traditions of the past? Bourdieu 

suggests the formulation of a theory of practice, based in the 

explicit study of "practical knowledge" of the inhabitant . 23 

Beeman notes that in the 1920's, Franz Boas began to 

conduct field studies focusing from the start on an exclusive 

location. Boaz rejected static cultural conceptions and 

insisted that by a faithful transcription of the informant's 

words, the student could reconstruct the evolution of cultural 

forms as a way to develop a specific "historical process. "24 

2 2 Richard R. Beeman, "The New Social History and the 
Search for "Community" in Colonial America," American 
Quarterly 29, vol. 4,volumen numero 20. 1977. pp. 422-443. 

23 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 
translated by Richard Nice, pub. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 1977 pp. 23-26, 4. 

2 4 Ibid. 
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Beeman proposes that a three tier approach to the analysis of 

community i ,s essential for understanding its complexity. 

Such a theoretical combination should include: 1) Clifford 

Geertz' semiotic approach that closes the gap between "belief" 

and "social action", 2) studying the "public expressions" of 

community values and organization, and 3), using Redfield's 

concept of relations by members of indigenous communities, 

both internal and external, to provide an indicator of dynamic 

interrelation-ships. 25 

In the case of Maya cultural forms, the long history of 

domination seeking to silence the indigenous perspective, has 

only engendered a culture more resistant to long term change 

because the resistance is embedded in the day-to-day practice 

of Maya life. 

The "local history" of a community is embedded in a 

place. Certainly, local divisions of land and family have 

2 5 Richard R. Beeman "The New Social History and the 
Search for "Community" in Colonial America", American 
Quarterly 29.4, fall 1977. 

unpublished paper: Dolores Bahti, essay no .1 on the 
interdisciplinary relationship between community studies and 
the "New Social History" as applied to colonial United States 
historiography, personal communication. 
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been developing previous to the formation of colonial and 

modern state systems who, consecutively, named and reshaped 

the boundaries of present municipios. Hence, the identity of 

any given "municipio" has derived not only from pre-Columbian 

cultural institutions, but also has been affected by the 

response to the imposition of Spanish colonial rule, and in 

the case of this thesis, the evolution of social and political 

interaction between the state, the export crop producers and 

the Maya communities themselves. 

How did the theoretical definition of "place", evolve? 

The first anthropologist to recognize that the "local nature" 

was best understood within the context of a jurisdictional 

administrative township, or "municipio" and not in "tribes or 

language groups" was Sol Tax. 26 Explaining this "local nature" 

as a form of "closed, corporate(ness), Eric Wolf noted that 

Maya communities were "marked by corporate institutions of 

communal land tenure and ritually sanctions "levelling 

26 Sol Tax, "The Municipios of the Mid-Western Highlands 
of Guatemala", American Anthropologist 39(3), 1973. pp. 432-
444. 
---. Sol Tax, "World View and Social Relations in Guatemala", 
American Anthropologist 43(1), 1941. pp. 27-42. 
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mechanisms" that insured a "shared poverty" that in the local 

context," equalized the life changes and risks of its members" 

thus subordinating indigenous Maya to a "dominant 

entrepenurial sector". 27 Wolf has since modified this idea by 

stating that "the civil religious [read civil] hierarchies 

thus installed a system of elite domonation within the 

community, while at the same time allowing that elite to 

represent the community as a whole before external power 

holders and authorities". (Wolf 1982, 148) 28 If the identity 

embodied in place explains the "local nature" of any given 

community, do the ritualized institutions within these 

communities only serve the purpose of insuring that each 

member of the community shares equal status? 

Status and wealth vary between communities and 

individuals within the community. If the institutions 

embedded in place and practice as explained by Tax and Wolf 

27 Eric Wolf, "Closed corporate peasant communi ties in 
Mesoamerica and Central Java", in Southwestern Journal of 
Anthropology, 13(1) ,1957. pp. 1-18. 

28 John K. Chance and William B. Taylor, "Organizing the 
Cargo System". American Ethnologist, vol. 12, no.1, 1985. 
pp. 21. 
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break down, does this lead to a loss of cultural identity? 

Maya communities have resisted the penetration of ladino 

culture and global markets for centuries. Richard Adams 

(1956) identified this process of "ladinization" as "the 

ethnic mobility of individual Maya as well as (the) 

"transculturation" of entire Maya communities. "29 Adams points 

out that "the most essential aspect of ethnic Mayaness as a 

social insularity sustained by clearly defined community 

obligations" are their cultural traits. Thus, the essential 

cultural traits can endure within the community but ethnic 

identity on an individual basis, can change if the 

individual leaves the insularity of the community and adopts 

another way of living. 

Watanabe (1992), sees the positions taken by Tax, Wolf 

and Adams as similar "essentialist conceptions of Maya 

culture". 29 Dividing the theoretical discourse, Watanabe 

continues by explaining the position of the "colonial 

historicists". Maintaining that Maya communities were not 

29 ibid. pp. 6-7. 

29 John M. Watanabe, Maya Saints and Souls in a Changing 
World, University of Texas Press, Austin. 1992. pp. 6. 
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just "enclaves" but an "oppressed class of peasant tributaries 

or low-paid seasonal laborers who occupied an indispensable-

yet purposively marginalized-place in colonial and later 

capitalist regimes", Latin American Marxists sought to explain 

ethnic identity in terms of colonial domination. 30 The 

"indio", or "natural" to Severo Martinez Pelaez, was a 

creation of the colonial oppression. Rudolfo Stavenhagen 

(1968) likened "indio" and "ladino" to distinctions of class, 

ie., submissive laborer and capitalist opportunist. 

Stavenhagen, unlike Matinez Pelaez, did recognize the effects 

of discrimination but couched this in a position of reduced 

Maya agency stating that they "tend to attribute all of their 

misfortunes to the Ladino" ... "an attitude which contributes to 

the concealment of objective relationships between the 

classes" . 31 Marxist inspired colonial historicism saw only the 

effects and inherited aspects of Colonial period domination. 

30 ibid. pp. 7. 

31 ibid. pp. 8 . 
---.Rudolfo Stavenhagen, "Classes, Colonialism, and 
Acculturation", in Comgarative Persgectives on Stratification: 
Mexico, Great Britian, Jagan, ed. Joseph A Kahl.Little, Brown, 
and Company, Boston. 1968. pp.31-(58)-63. 
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It did point out the roots of oppression that have existed 

since the Conquest. In contrast cultural essentialism 

correctly identified the structure provided by ritual 

obligations and how these defined ethnic cultural identity. 

In the process though, they failed to realize that reducing 

Maya cultural identity to such indicators as "traje", 

"lengua", "municipio", as a means of cultural production do 

not explain why the Maya have not been assimilated into Ladino 

society. 

The plurality of Guatemalan society was a more realistic 

perception of Maya and Ladino social relations. Benjamin 

Colby and Pierre van den Berghe (1969) correctly argued that 

this "plural society" and its persistence "rested on their 

respective positions in shared as well as exclusive social 

networks and institutions, not on their retention of 

distinctive cultural traits" . 32 At tempting to change the 

concern from "culturally totalized ethnic groupings" to the 

32 ibid. pp. 9 . 
Benjamin N. Colby and Pierre L. van den Berghe, Ixil 

Country: A Plural Society in Highland Guatemala,University of 
California Press, Berkeley 1969. pp. 22-24, 182, and 179-
180. 
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association of particular "culture users", Colby and van den 

Berg he sought to emphasize the significance of "subjective 

perceptions in defining ethnic affiliations". This perception 

fits both the perception of the ladino who views the "indio" 

as lower social and economic status, and that of the Maya as 

belonging to a "world of multiple and localized ethnic 

communities". This model allows for the seeming paradox 

between acculturation and ethnic identity. Watanabe states 

that, "culturally, an individual's subjective perceptions and 

appropriate behavior mattered more than retention or rejection 

of specific cultural traits: sociologically, the local 

community as an ongoing network of social relations most 

immediately conditioned what that individual's subjective 

ethnic attachments became" . 33 Other ethnographers such as 

Douglass Birthall (1979), and his study of modernization in 

Aguacatan show that modernization did not cause the community 

to loose ethnic solidarity but it did strenghten the resolve 

of the community to resist ladino domination. Similarly, 

Waldemar Smith (1977) and Sheldon Annis (1997) have come to 

33 ibid. pp. 9 . 
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similar conclusions on this subject. 34 

The global influence on Maya communities has been 

discussed by Carol Smith (1978,1984,1987). Challenging the 

premise of global determinism in regional Maya "economic 

history and social structure", Smith analyzes the culture and 

community of Guatemalan Maya as a "language of class", noting 

that even though Maya communities differentiate themselves 

into distinct etnic language groups, all are in opposition to 

the Ladino-controlled state that continues to discriminate 

them by not allowing the maya an equal share of political 

autonomy. Smith point out that the modern Guatemalan state 

continues to fail to recognize the plurality between Maya 

communities and tends to treat all indigenas as a source of 

cheap unskilled labor, thus "articulating a "class struggle 

without class". Stressing the "relational rather than the 

substantive nature of "ethnic classes", Smith recognizes these 

3 4 ibid. pp.9-10. 
Douglass E. Birnthal, Revolt against the Dead: The 

modernization od a Mayan Community in the highlands of 
Guatemala, Gordon and Breach, New York. 1979. 
---.Waldemar R. Smith, The Fiesta System and Economic Change, 
Columbia University Press, New York. 1977. 
---.Sheldon Annis, God and Production in a Guatemalan Town, 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 1987. 
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class differences as "intentional, strategic opposition in 

formulations of these relations". Smith casts the Maya as an 

emerging culture with purpose rather than passive individuals 

in a pluralistic society in the context of Guatemalan 

history. 35 Watanabe sees Maya communities as "an emergent 

social nexus in its own right rather than a" ... "externally 

motivated refuge of restraint. "3 6 

Gramsci, Lears and Scott 

Introduction 

Given the diversity of Mesoamerican indigenous groups and 

their experience under the dominating colonial and modern 

35 ibid. pp.10-11. 
Carol A. Smith, "Beyond dependency theory: National and 
Regional patterns of underdevelopment in Guatemala", in 
American Ethnologist, 1987. 11(3) :574-617. 
--- . "Local history in global context: Social and economic 
transitions in Guatemala", in Comparative Studies in Society 
and History, 1984. 26(2) 193-228. 
---."Culture and Community: The Language of Class in 
Guatemala", in The Year Left: An American Socialist 
Yearbook,ed. Mike Davis, Manning Marabel, Fred Pfiel,and 
Michael Speinker, 1987. vol. 2, pp. 197-217. 
---.Guatemalan Indians and the State: 1540-1988. University 
of Texas Press, Austin. 1990. 

36 ibid. pp. 11. 
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state systems, a discussion of the meaning of hegemony is 

necessary. The domination of indigenous groups by Colonial 

authorities was never complete. The physical terrain and the 

lack of a lingua franca indigena provided an effective buffer 

to the imposition of a more effective Colonial rule. 

Regionally, the social and political barriers of race, class 

and ethnicity that dominanted social interactions during the 

Colonial period would become pro-forma during Independence and 

thus became part of the social context that has continued into 

the Modern period. 

Prior to the development of the modern period state in 

Mexico, indigenous communities fared no better that they did 

during the Colonial period. Prior to the Mexican Revolution 

of 1912, the loss of communal lands to ladinos was already 

evident. Indeed, colonial sources (1611-1817) puts the number 

of finac and estancias in the Ciudad Real area at 8 as 

compared to Chiapas state government sources in 1909 that list 

351 fincas rusticas for the same region. Given the rise of 

local populations, it is easy to see that the amount of land 
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had deminished exponentially. 37 An article by Jan Rus (1994), 

provides an enlightening analysis of political, economic and 

social development of Chiapas in relation to the how the 

events of this period affected Maya communities in Mexico. 38 

After 1910, a civil war developed between three political 

interests. Federalist troops under General Castro, 

Carrancista marauders and local counter-revolutionary 

"mapaches" comprised of the Chiapanec landed elite, conducted 

armed belligerencies throughout the highlands. Forced food 

requisitions, conscription, punishment for suspected 

collaboration and destruction of property severely affected 

Maya communities beyond the 1920's. 39 

The Cardenas years, 1936 to 1940, marked the second 

3 7 Robe rt Wasser strom, ~C~l:..!::a~s~s~......:a:::!:..:!:..:!:n~d!:..,..._.!:::S:..::::o~c:::....:l::.:. e~t4y_..=i;.;!:.n.:!:.,.._.,.!::C~e~n:.±.t.!:::....:!:::.r~a:..=.l 
Chiapas,University of California Press, Berkeley.1983. 
pp. 39, table 4. 
---ibid. pp.111. table 24. 

3 8Jan Rus, 
Institucional": 
Highland Chiapas, 
London. 1994. pp. 

"The Communidad Revolucionaria 
The Subversion of Native Government in 
1936-1968''. Duke University Press, Durham & 
265-300 

39 ibid. pp. 2 6 5 . 
Thomas Benjamin, A Rich Land A Poor People: Politics and 

Society in Modern Chiapas, University of New Mexico Press, 
Albuquerque. 1989. pp. 122. 
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revolution, or as Rus calls it, "la revoluci6n de los indios". 

This period was marked by the end of debt-peonage, formations 

of unions and agrarian reforms, all of which gave Maya 

communities the ability to participate in the national 

political arena. According to Rus, the effect of this 

participation would penetrate Maya community leadership 

through the "intimate domination" of local governance. The 

cooptation of," ... not only of the native leader(ship)", but 

also, "the very community structure previously identified (as 

the source of) resistance to outside intervention and 

exploitation," would be penetrated by the state so that Maya 

community "independent self-government, strictly enforced 

community solidarity, and religious legitimation of political 

power," would be seriously compromised. Rus wisely points out 

that by the 1950's, the "closed corporate communities" that 

anthropologists studied were in fact "institutionalized 

revolutionary" communities controlled by the state. 40 Other 

scholars provide different perspectives to these historical 

developments, but all point to the cooptation of Mexican Maya 

40 ibid . pp. 267. 
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communities by the state. 41 

The Guatemalan state developed out of the proposition 

that coffee production was the means for achieving national 

progress. Before the 20th Century, any opposition between 

ideals of enlightenment and Latin American traditionalism over 

the desirability of coffee production would be moot. As Neo-

Liberalism gathered strength, coffee planters from the Mexican 

border region and the southern piedmont, along with radical 

business elements, (those that wanted to open coffee 

production beyond the control of the traditional landed 

elite), shared a view that "political reforms could not 

succeed unless based upon economic and social reforms" . 

Guatemala's industrial revolution would be based on coffee 

production for export. The interests of the state were the 

interests of the first and last Neo-Liberal "caudillos", Justo 

Rufino Barrios to Jorge Ubico. The regimes of this era would 

coopt landed elite dissent by the skillfully playing of one 

4 1 Thomas Benjamin, A Rich Land a Poor People: Politics 
and Society in Modern Chiapas, University of New Mexico Press, 
Albuquerque, New Mexico. 1989. 
---. Antonio Garcia de Leon, Resistencia e Utopia, tomo. 1 y 
2. Colecci6n Problemas de Mexico, Ediciones Era, 
Mexico, D.F. 1985. 
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against the other. The state would establish strict political 

controls over landed elites and patronize indigenous 

communities, all the time maintaining the states interests of 

controlling the means of production. 42 

Where the familia Chiapaneca coopted the state, by 1880 

the state in Guatemala was composed of the landed elite coffee 

producers. Indeed, it was the unification of competing 

"Hispano-traditionalism and enlightenment ideals" that led to 

"a general agreement among segments of the elite-producers of 

new bulk export crops, their adjunct commercial sectors, and 

reformist caudillos", that since coffee prices were controlled 

by external markets, the only way to develop Guatemala was to 

establish policies that would attract the capital, construct 

an overland coast to coast communication routes, improve the 

working class for more productivity, and therefore increase 

the exploitation of lands suitable for coffee production. It 

was this latter policy that most affected Maya communities in 

Guatemala. Realizing that in order to maximize indigenous 

42 David McCreery, "Coffee and Class", in Hispanic 
American Historical Review, August 1976. vol.56, no.3, pp.440-
441., ftnt. 12. 
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labor, and therefore production, they had to sever the social 

and political links between the Maya and their communal lands. 

Maintaining that private ownership was the most efficient way 

to enhance production, state agencies would "routinely (give) 

away or (sell) communal lands" ... through ... "trickery and 

fraud". 43 

The Guatemalan indigenous communities never saw an 

aperture for substantial changes instituted by the state in 

their favor, as in the case of Mexican Maya communities during 

the early Cardenas years. In fact, under the Neo-liberal 

regimes up until the Ubico dictatorship, it was the 

solidification of labor legislation, among other actions, that 

promoted the further development of coffee fincas at the 

expense of indigenous communities. 

Domination by the ladino-led governments and landed elite 

has been a fact, but does it follow that they maintain a 

cultural hegemony over the Maya? Ladino society has dominated 

the social, economic and political arenas thus preventing the 

participation of indigenous communities. However, a cultural 

43 ibid. pp.456-7. 
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hegemony has never existed because Neo-Liberalism did not 

bring about a significant assimilation of a resistant 

indigenous Maya culture. An article by T.J. Jackson Lears, 

titled "The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and 

Possibilities", provides the framework for this assertion. 44 

Hegemony is a term first used by Antonio Gramsci, who 

writing from his prison cell, sought to address the political 

and social turmoil caused by Mussolini's rise to power. 45 In 

a widely read critique, Jackson Lears enlightens the 

discussion of this concept. He shows that the relationship 

between cultural hegemony and domination have historical and 

intellectual settings. Historically Gramsci understood that 

domination required the monopolizing of the instruments of 

coercion, i.e., predominantly military force, as in the 

tsarist (dictator) regime in Russia prior to the 1940's. In 

regimes ruled by a parliament, rule by hegemony meant that 

44 T. J. Jackson Lears, "The Concept of Cult ural Hegemony: 
Problems and Possibilities", The American Historical Review 
90(3), June 1985. pp. 566-596. 

45 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, 
ed. and trans. Quentin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith, (New 
York, 1971), 12. 
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officially sanctioned reprisals remained a credible threat. 

Gramsci would continue to point out that, in order to maintain 

a hegemony, not only must the ruling groups legitimize their 

authority but they must also "win the consent of subordinate 

groups to the existing social order". 46 

Force and consent coexist, according to Gramsci, and one 

or the other is prevalent in a hegemony. For Gramsci, the 

ambiguousness of consent lay in the conflict between an 

individuals' "conscious thoughts" and the "implicit values 

embedded in his actions". This "contradictory consciousness", 

is "implicit in his daily activities", in that it unites the 

perception of the world. The other part of this contradiction, 

is the explicit nature of his ethnic experience and embedded 

in the oral history of his existence. If anything, this 

contradiction has given the Maya reason for resisting and not 

as Gramsci states, the formation of a "state of consciousness 

(that) does not permit any action, any decision or any choice, 

4 6 ibid. 55-60,80n.,238-39; Walter L. Adamson, Hegemony 
and Revolution: A Study of Antonio Gramsci's Political and 
Cultural Theory.Berkeley and L.A.,l980, ch.6,pp.l70-173 ... 
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and produces a condition of moral and political passivity". 47 

Five centuries of political and economic domination has 

produced adaptive resistance practices that have become part 

of the fabric of every Maya community in the highlands. To 

understand the complexity of the situation engendered by 

ladino domination we must also understand the contexts in 

which Maya resistance in Chiapas and Western Guatemala has 

developed and was acted out. What then was the form of 

domination exerted by the Guatemalan state and how did it 

differ from the Mexican example? 

David McCreery points out that we need to define hegemony 

in terms of the political and the ideological. Ideological 

hegemony was never part of the dialogue between the Maya 

communities and the state because the Maya never shared in the 

"values, goals and orientations" ... "of elite-dominated 

"national" culture. Centuries of resistance were so embedded 

in the lengua, traje and costumbre that, the Maya were a race 

47 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, 
as quoted in Jackson Lears Article, A.H.R., June 1985.pp.326-
27, 333. 
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wholly apart from ladino society. 48 In contrast, Chiapaneco 

Maya communities did learn to share in the ideological project 

established by the revolution, specifically through 

"agrarismo". What the Neo-liberal Guatemalan state did have 

was a weak political hegemony. Political hegemony, as defined 

by McCreery, "rests directly on the threat or use of force or 

coercion". 49 By the 1890's, the state could project force in 

rural Guatemala through a standing army and local militia 

armed with the latest technological advances in weaponry and 

communication. The repeating rifle and the telegraph, would 

effectively connected repressive forces to the state as means 

of insuring that the national agenda was carried out. This 

was why levantamientos were rare during the early 20th 

Century. 50 

Along with being able to compel a certain obedience from 

indigenous communities, the state could also remove corrupt 

48 David McCreery, "Hegemony and repression in Rural 
Guatemala", Peasant Studies,University of Utah Press, Spring 
1990. vol. XVII, Number 3, pp. 158. 

49 ibid. pp. 157. 

50 ibid. pp.l61. 
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jefes politicos and influence ladino municipal authorities. 

Political hegemony was not complete and when added to non-

existent ideological and cultural notions of hegemony, the 

Guatemalan state could only dominate certain aspects of Maya 

community affairs. As we shall see, indigenous communities 

would play the state against local governance in a variety of 

ways. 

Most of what is known regarding Maya resistance has been 

gleaned from public records. 51 As such these records reflect 

the concerns, ideas and values of the ladino elite but do not 

look at the passive forms of resistance which, in the long run 

account for the actions that passively resist the most 

egregious effects of domination. These acts are long-term, 

low-risk strategies that, ultimately, have provided the Maya 

communities the versatility to take advantage of every 

weakness within the structure of domination. Resistance 

51 Kevin Gasner, Soldiers of the Virgin: The Moral Economy 
of a Colonial Maya Rebellion ,University of Arizona Press, 
Tucson. 1992. 
---. John Tutino, From Insurrection to Revolution in Mexico: 
Social Bases for Agrarian Revolt 1750-1940, 
Princeton University Press. 1986. 
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practices reflect the priorities of the community and are the 

reasons behind the strategies that have promoted ethnic Maya 

cultural identity. 

One of the most influential modern scholars in this field 

is, James C. Scott. His book, Domination and the Arts of 

Resistance, 1990, the social and political implications 

regarding the relationship between domination and resistance 

are examined. 52 Scott points out that domination does not 

exist without resistance, and he correctly asserts that in 

power-laden relationships, the dominant elite and the 

subordinate groups both act out different but related roles. 

The precepts established by Scott form the foundation for 

understanding the dynamic climate that exists between the Maya 

communities and the ladino elites. 

Scott uses the term "public transcript" as that which 

happens in the "open interaction between subordinates and 

those who dominate", noting that, it is in the "interests of 

both parties to tacitly conspire in misrepresentation". He 

further states that this is one of the "keys to survival 

52 James c. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 
Yale University Press, New Haven & London. 1986. ch. 1 and 7. 



I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 

I 

52 

• 1 d • t • II 53 skills of subordinate groups" ... "ln power- a en s1tua 1ons . 

Relying on just the "public transcript" does not provide the 

complete picture regarding the actions of subordinate groups. 

The reasons this is so are three-fold. Scott states that 

relying only on such a transcript provides an "indifferent 

guide to the opinion of subordinates", the elites will suspect 

that what is recorded in the public transcript is only an act, 

or a deception, and thus, "discount its authenticity". 

Finally, that relying solely on the public transcript belies 

the dynamic of "disguise and surveillance" which involves the 

elite and the subordinate actions of delaying action in order 

to find out the true intentions of their opposites. The 

subordinates "offer a performance of deference and consent" 

while the elites act out the "performance of mastery and 

command". Scott makes us aware that this "dialectic of 

disguise and surveillance" ... "pervades relations between the 

weak and the strong will help us" ... "understand the cultural 

patterns of domination and subordination". If we rely on the 

public transcript alone it is easy to surmise that the 

53 ibid. pp.2-3. 
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"hegemony of dominant values" are actually the reality. Scott 

proposes that what happens outside the purview of the elites 

is the "hidden transcript" and that, "assessing the 

discrepancy between the hidden transcript and the public 

transcript" it is possible to ascertain the "impact of 

domination on (the) public discourse". 54 

The effects of this discourse over centuries produce a 

"collective cultural product", especially when "the 

insults" ... (are but) ... "a variant of affronts suffered 

systematically by a whole race, class, or strata". 55 The 

actions of individuals and whole Maya communities in this 

regard will demonstrate that this phenomenon is an integral 

part of indigenous cultural reproduction. Scott delineates 

three characteristics of the hidden transcript that need to be 

considered. First, that "it is specific to a given social 

site and to particular actors"; second, that "it does not 

contain only speech acts but a whole range of practices"; and 

finally, that "the frontier between the public and the hidden 

54 ibid. pp • 3 1 4 I 5 • 

55 ibid. pp. 9 . 
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transcripts is a zone of constant struggle between the 

dominant and the subordinate" groups. For Scott and for this 

scholar, this understanding is a vital means by which "social 

science (can) uncover the contradictions and possibilities" 

that underlie the public transcript. 56 The public transcript 

of highland Maya communities belies the much touted period of 

relative calm as stated earlier. Considering Scott's model of 

the "hidden transcript", the lack of major revolts and/or 

insurrections during the early 20th Century in the highland 

region of Chiapas, Mexico and western Guatemala may indicate 

a change in tactics of resistance and not a period of 

acquiescence. 

The Linkage 

For modern scholars the present understanding of Maya 

community development since 1900 has also shifted. Research 

by scholars has included all aspects of Maya community life. 

For contemporary Maya social groups, the dynamic daily social 

interaction requires an understanding not only of the 

56 ibid. pp • 14 1 15 • 
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precedents of Maya culture but also the form and content of 

the present corpus of documents and research produced to date. 

This thesis uses written documentation related to the period 

under consideration but also applies intuitive knowledge to 

balance what is known with what is not yet known. Focusing on 

particular communities within this region, each ethnographic 

study does reflect the particular view of the investigator, 

but it also provides data that other scholars can compare and 

analyze. In combination with the historical perspective 

though, both etic and ernie approaches yield more of the past 

and present. 

Specific studies regarding the development of Maya 

communities during the Independence and Modern periods have 

provided a growing archive of knowledge regarding the practice 

of resistance and accommodation to the demands of colonial, 

republican and modern state systems. Looking at the whole of 

materials available today, it is possible to see that the 

social evolution of Maya communities relied on these two 

aspects as an integral part of the dialogue between the Maya 

and the state. The reproduction of this dialogue has enhanced 
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the ability of the communities to adapt and resist culturally. 

This is most evident in the adherence to and reproduction of 

costumbres(customs), traje (costumes) and lengua (dialects) as 

practiced within the regional whole of present day Maya 

communities. 

The need to understand this "cultural persistence" has 

led Mayistas to consider the importance of the definitions 

they use in regards to structuring an understanding of the 

relationship indigenous communities have with the formation of 

state systems. This portion of the thesis will deal with 

theoretical concerns regarding indigenous collective 

resistance versus the formation of state and the effects of 

coffee as the main commercially produced export crop. 

The basis for this cultural phenomenon lies in the 

diversity of Maya communities' response to the growth of the 

state. Each community is centered in specific ecological 

niches within the geography of the highlands and each of these 

niches possesses distinct trajes and lenguas. Cultural 

practices vary depending on mythology and syncretic religious 

practices of each community. Thus, each community has had 
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different experiences as it has resisted the imposition of 

encomienda, recollecciones, taxes and labor quotas. By the 

20th Century the record of retribution meted out by colonial 

and emergent modern state systems led Maya communities to 

practice other forms of resistance. The need to protect their 

assets and cultural autonomy led to an interaction with the 

modern state that has sought to find gains in non-violent 

action. 

Embedded in this non-violent response is the voice of the 

millennia, a voice that has similar traits and multiple 

applications. Material cultural remains carry the thread of 

Maya consciousness throughout the millennia as understood by 

present analysis. Epigraphic and archaeological analysis 

point to a different and articulated concept of reality. The 

indigenous Maya perception that human beings belong to the 

earth differed greatly with western European ideas of 

domination and exploitation. This "ethos" is today understood 

as a world view that is not definable "in cold terms of 

natural environment" ... "artificially divorced from the 

universe, without context, "thus being" ... "beferet of any real 
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meaning'', as explained by John Henderson (1981:72). In fact, 

present research points to a cohesion of Maya world view. 

This cohesion forms the basic cultural underpinnings of their 

universe and has been shown to have operated in the way 

governance is articulated. 57 

Henderson notes that archaeological and epigraphic 

analysis of pre-conquest texts vary within the Mesoamerican 

region and have changed over time. 58 Rice correctly notes 

that "the Maya Symbol system is particularly coherent", ... "and 

that in this realm" ... "Maya groups share many elements and 

most major themes". 59 This is significant considering that 

these also are shared by many other Mesoamerican groups. 

Recent work by Gary Gossen has articulated five elements that 

encompass these "themes or symbolic clusters" as having 

57 Don S. Rice, Word and Image in Maya Culture: 
Explorations in Language, Writing and Representation, 
ed. by W.F. Hanks and D. S. Rice, University of Utah Press. 
1989. ch. 1, pp. 2-6. 

58 ibid. Pp. 5 I 

J.S. Henderson, The World of the Ancient Maya, Cornell 
University Press, Ithica. 1981. pp. 73. 

59 ibid . Pp . 5 
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"spatial and temporal persistence in mesoamerican thought". 60 

The failure of the colonizers was to assume that the Maya 

were uncivilized and without a historical experience of 

dealing with domination by other indigenous groups. Even 

though Spanish priests and others in the sixteenth century 

sought to erase all manuscripts that "contained nothing in 

which there were not to be seen superstition and the lies of 

the devil", 61 and pre 1980's interpretations of Maya texts and 

iconography placed Maya consciousness apart from this reality. 

During the Modern period, the changes that have taken 

place reflect the modification of resistance practices. Thus 

the perception and interpretation of what constitutes change 

must be seen from the perspective of the actions taken by Maya 

communities over a long period of time. That changes have 

occurred throughout the five hundred years since the Conquest 

is moot. What is important is understanding change in terms 

60 Gary Gossen, Mesoamerican Ideas as a Foundation for 
Regional Synthesis. In Symbol and Meaning beyond the Closed 
Community. Ed. G. Gossen, Albany: Institute of Mesoamerican 
Studies, State University of New York. 1986. pp. ix, 5-6. 

6 1 Francisco de Landa, Yucatan before and after the 
Conquest Dover publications, New York. 1978. 
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of how and why Maya communities adopted non-violent means of 

resistance. 

Part of ethnic Maya cultural reproduction lies in the 

practice of resistance strategies enacted by Maya communities 

over the long duration. The changes in Maya community 

religious practice, social composition, inter-village 

relations, methods of subsistence and their relations with the 

state, all point to the ability to determine cultural 

autonomy. The diversity between and complexity of Maya 

communities has prompted a re-definition of how each Maya 

community informed historical process. 

The differences that have developed as a result of state 

formation have modified the social, economic and political 

discourse within the Maya communi ties and with the ladino 

world as well. Waldemar Smith (1977) noted that the selection 

of cargo responsibilities changed from appointments from 

within established elite Maya family groups to selection based 

primarily on the wealth of the individual seeking the status 

of the position and within the community regardless of their 
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standing within the community. 62 Land tenure within the 

community was affected by increases in population and each 

individual's land wealth depended on the size of the original 

parcel, the number of sons that would divide the inheritance, 

and the availability of other lands outside the municipality. 

The status of marginal community land, as in the case of San 

Juan Chamula could become political capital in deciding one's 

community status, thus erasing notions of landed wealth as a 

means of status enhancement. 63 

The social and religious structure of Maya communities 

structure is the key to understanding Maya cultural 

reproduction. Zinancantan, a 1965 monograph by Evon Z. Vogt, 

outlines the system by which many Maya communities have 

endured. By studying ritual behavior and the responses of 

the community to outside pressures he states that this system 

has been utilized from the Pre-conquest period to the present. 

This monograph on Zinancantan enlightens us as to how the 

62 Waldermar R. Smith, The Fiesta System and Economic 
Change. Columbia University Press, New York. 1977. 

63 George Collier, Fields of Tzotzil: The Ecological Base 
of Tradition in Highland Chiapas. University of Texas Press, 
Austin & London. 1975. 
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community responds by pointing out that "replication" is 

embedded in community and individual behavior. The standard 

feature was a "systematic manner in which structural forms and 

ritual behavior" allowed for a "conceptualization of the 

natural world which generates rules for appropriate behavior 

at each organizational level of society and for the 

appropriate conceptualizing of phenomena in the different 

domains of the culture". 64 

Over the centuries, this ritually structured pattern of 

social behavior has enhanced replication of Maya ethnic 

identity by allowing for the "encapsulation" of "new elements 

into the existing patterns of social and ritual behavior". 

Vogt's study of Zinancantan found that this process of 

"encapsulation" was evident in the response to the opening of 

the Pan American Highway through the highlands of Chiapas and 

the schools started by the Instituto Nacional Indigenista 

( INI) in this community. 65 

64 Evon Z. Voght, Zinancantan: A Maya community in 
Highland Chiapas, Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge, Mass. 1956. pp.571-581. 

65 ibid. pp.582-587. 
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Introduction to the Regional Study 

The material conditions of Maya communities throughout the 

region and at the turn of the century, should be understood in 

terms of subsistence patterns, population, land loss and the 

value of debts incurred by the coercive methods oflabor 

aquisition used during this period. Maya individuals 

throughout the region have followed subsistence agricultural 

patterns since time immemorial. Swidden, or slash and burn 

farming requires enough land to plant one year and fallow the 

next two. As a result, when demographic levels increase and 

land availability decreases, subsistence farming has to be 

augmented by wage labor. Wage labor as practiced by Ladinos 

in Chiapas and Guatemala during the late 19th and early 20th 

Century, was a coercive proposition in which an 

enganchador /habili tador, or hooker, would front money for 

liquor during market days in highland communities, with the 

agreement that the loan would be worked off during the harvest 

season thus insuring a secure work force. Of course, once on 

the finca all wages would be erased by the high prices of 

necessities that were sold on credit at the "tienda de raya" 
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or company store. Furthermore, damage to plants, loss of 

tools were some of the additional ways a planter could 

maintain the finca worker in perpetual debt. 

Mexico 

According to sources quoted by Thomas Benjamin (1989), 

population levels in Chiapas increased steadily since the 

1870's to well over 400,000 inhabitants. Tapering off during 

the Mexican Revolution, population numbers continued to rise 

exponentially to about 1,000,000 by 1950. 66 This population 

explosion allowed for the rise in the number of ranchos (mid-

sized agricultural and or cattle land holdings) to 2, 513 

during the same period. Haciendas and fincas (large estates) 

by contrast, only increased by 413 during the same period, 

1896 and 1909. 67 This leads Benjamin to suggests that the 

66 Thomas Benjamin "A Rich Land, A Poor People: Politics 
and Society in Modern Chiapas",University of New Mexico Press, 
Albuquerque. 1989. Figure 1, pp.26, and figure 5, pp.231. 

66 ibid. see table 3. pp. 78. 

67 Robert Wasserstrom, Class and Society in Central 
Chiapas,University of California Press, Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, London. 1983. pp.515-521. 
Robert Wassertsrom's Class ans Society in Central Chiapas has 
been criticized for his revisionist views that support a 
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rise in population did not provide enough labor, especially in 

the central Grijalva Basin. The increase of laborer debt as 

reported by the Secretaria de Hacienda of Chiapas in June 1898 

puts the value of personal debt per person in the sample at 

9,600 pesos, indicating the extent of credit extended to the 

few indentured laborers on the books. Indeed, Wasserstrom 

points out that by 1910 more than 24,000 central valley men 

and women had become permanent indentured servants and 

laborers. 1 68 This problem would be accentuated prior to and 

after the Mexican Revolution. As fincas expanded and 

diversified their crops to include rubber, sugar cane and 

coffee production, the expansion of labor procurement tactics 

would lead to the use of jornaleros (day workers), 

arrendatarios (tenant farmers) , balidos (sharecroppers) along 

regional, macro-approach rather than the widely-used micro
approach centered on the community. He also reduces the 
significance of pre-conquest Maya heritage by favoring the 
idea that colonial and 19th Century social conditions were 
more important sources of Maya cultural heritage and goes on 
to reduce the importance of cultural diversity. The use of 
this monograph in this study is limited to the historical data 
and in no way adheres to Wasserstrom's ideas. 
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with peones (indebted laborers). Therefore, even though 

birthrates increased and mortality rates decreased during the 

19th Century, subsistence food security was stressed well 

before the turn of the century. 

Zinacantan and San Juan Chamula 

Located in the eastern uplift of the Grijalva Basin at an 

altitude over 2000 feet, the central highland Tzotzil Maya 

municipios of Zinacantan and San Juan Chamula represent two 

versions of indigenous community responses to the economic and 

political modernization in Chiapas and the development of the 

Mexican national state apparatus. The effects of conquest and 

colonialization are precursors to important events that 

occurred during the post-Independence period. The historical 

record is not unlike the story of two brothers, one that gets 

along and the other that develops a reputation for being a 

rebel. 

The struggle for power between the Liberal and 

Conservative factions in the state of Chiapas set the stage 

for political action in the decades to come. Within this 
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environment Zinacantan would engage in passive strategies, 

whilst San Juan Chamula would push passive means into open 

violent confrontation. Examples include Liberal supported 

actions that encouraged highland indigenous communities to 

refuse payment of Church fees/taxes and to use the consecrated 

hacendado chapels for their own celebrations. Zinacantecos did 

not pursue resistance strategies beyond this level of action. 69 

The 1869-70 Cuzcat Rebellion, 70 is an example of the costs 

and benefits of open rebellion. San Juan Chamula did openly 

defy Church control. Pedro Diaz Cuzcat, the local "fiscal", 

started an unsanctioned "culto" in an adjoining hamlet thus 

supplanting the church in Chamula as the center of worship. 

Conservative leaders tried to correct this usurpation of 

ecclesiastical authority by arresting Cuzcat and seizing his 

"santos" only have these efforts thwarted by the actions 

Liberal state authorities. In the following months, the 

efforts to bring the Chamulenses back into "paying religion" 

failed to take hold. 

69 ibid. pp. 14 7 

70 ibid. pp. 149. 

The religious rebellion of San Juan 
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Chamula was not violent. It did inflame the memories of the 

previous caste war amongst Conservative elements who attacked 

the town of Chamula with a superior armed force that decimated 

the local population. 

Wasserstrom notes that the experience of Zinacantecos as 

muleteers and laborers, " ... prepared them to sustain the 

violent political cross-currents of the day". This 

"preparation" was the understanding that it was better to 

employ other means than suffer the retribution of state 

sanctioned violence for rebelling. Learning from the 

experiences of the community of Chamula, Zinacantecos soon 

sought to reconcile with the Church and acquiesced by re

establishing the positions of "mayordomo" and "alfarez" under 

the condition that local curates not meddle in indigenous 

religious affairs. This strategy of resistance and 

conditional reconciliation was adopted by other highland 

communities that saw the peaceful outcome of this conflict. 71 

Using Tutino's rubric it is possible to see that mobility 

had given Zinacantecos the knowledge that Conservative Ladino 

71 ibid. pp. 149-150. 
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retribution was immediate and could have extremely deleterious 

results. Security could best be enhanced by not joining with 

Chamula in escalating open resistance. In order to maintain 

autonomy, accommodation with ecclesiastical authorities was 

the best course of action prior to the end of the Porfirian 

era. 

The middle of the 19th Century marked the independence of 

Latin American states from Spain and a need to separate the 

Church from the affairs of state. The new federalist Mexican 

state enacted agrarian legislation that would begin the 

secularization of land owned by the Church. By 1856, the Ley 

Lerdo would mark the beginning of the end of the Church's 

economic and political influence. The wholesale appropriation 

of Church lands in Chiapas had bolstered Creole cum Ladino 

landholding, not only with the addition of ecclesiastical 

property, but also with choice communally held cofradia 

lands. 72 

The sudden loss of property held by Maya communities was 

coupled with demographic increases. Land availability within 

72 ibid. pp. 107-108. 
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highland communities caused out migration to hacendados in the 

Grijalva Basin for many Maya before the turn of the century. 

The hacendados and growing number of medium sized "ranchos" 

cleared these new "tierras balidas" by exploiting migrating 

Maya. The practice of "baldiaje", was the means by which the 

land was made useful for cattle raising and farming at the 

expense of indigenous labor. The sinister side of this 

practice took advantage of migrating Maya looking for 

subsistence agriculture and those that had resided on these 

lands prior to the Ley Lerdo. As indentured peones and 

sharecroppers the ladinos could cheaply clear scrub and forest 

areas and lay legal claim to them. In San Cristobal, as 

Wasserstrom has pointed out, one third of Maya that had 

migrated from the highlands had become balidos owing as much 

as five days labor to the new owners of their own lands. 73 

Zinacantan, in a concerted effort to preserve ejido lands 

acquired during the Colonial period, petitioned and 

successfully gained title to lands within its confines in 

73 ibid. pp.lSl-152. 
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1838. 74 By 1850, the impact of new agrarian laws on 

Zinacantan was not as great as it was in other Maya 

communities. 

Chamula landholding within its municipio, on the other 

hand, had already been reduced by the 1846 appropriation of 

prime agricultural lands by vice-governor Ramon Larrafnzar. 

This appropriation reduced Chamula to Colonial period 

confines. 75 Chamulenses would learn to supplement the lack of 

fertile lands within their municipio with wage labor in 

Tabasquense "monterias " 76 
I on fincas within the Grijalva Basin 

and in the Soconusco. 

Embracing liberal economic ideology, Porfiro Dfaz would 

employ a new cadre of university-trained bureaucrats called 

"cientificos" to carry the nation into the 20th century. 

These men would form the core of Porfirismo and be the front 

lines throughout rural Mexico. Dfaz encouraged the influx of 

74 ibid. pp. 13 9. 

75 ibid. pp.120. 

76 Cuauhtemoc Gonzalez Pacheco, Capital Extranjero en la 
Selva Lacandona 1863-1982, Instituto de Investigaciones 
Economicas, UNAM, Mexico. 1983. 
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massive foreign investment in land colonization, mining, oil 

exploration and production, rail communication and commercial 

production of export crops. The Diaz regime (1967-1911) would 

drag most of the nation into the modern period by force. 

In Chiapas, the effect of Liberal ideology would 

"drastically alter both the region's economy and the social 

relations upon which the economy was based". Indeed, highland 

Maya lost previously owned lands, saw their neighbors move to 

the Grijalva Basin to become peones and sharecroppers or rent 

paying "mozos" and "sirvientas" in San Cristobal, and become 

indebted plantation workers who had been advanced more than 

500 pesos and earns only four pesos a month. The arrangement 

between indigenous labor and the hacendados would first be 

stressed by the expanding need for indigenous labor in newly 

formed ranchos and existing hacendados. The expansion of the 

export crop agriculture further stressed highland Maya 

populations by requiring more and more laborers. By the turn 

of the 2Oth Century, the need for more laborers in the 

Simojovel and Ocosingo Valleys to the east, in Motozintla and 

the Soconusco to the west and south, led to an organized 
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acquisition of indigenous labor. Finqueros would employ the 

"enganche or habilitacion" of entire highland Maya communities 

who, as Wasserstorm points out, ... "were unable to pay their 

taxes or subsist upon highland milpas", would, ... "reluctantly 

accept the work "enganchadores" offered them. 77 Sensing 

indigenous unrest, the Conservatives and the Church took 

advantage and in 1911, incited an indigenous rebellion in the 

highland community of Chamula, which came to known as the 

"Pajarito Rebellion". Outgunned by a smaller but better-armed 

contingent from Tuxtla, this revolt was quashed and the 

ensuing retribution by state troops on Chamula was brutal. 

What would follow was a generalized pattern of negotiated 

neutrality during the protracted period of the revolutionary 

period. 7 8 Thus the economic, political and social environment 

at the turn of the century caused a further decline in 

material conditions precisely because of lack of land and 

increased demand for indigenous labor. 

77 ibid. pp. 151-152. 

78 Antonio Garcia de Leon, Resistencia e Utopia. 
Colecci6n Problemas de Mexico, Ediciones Era. 1985. Torno 2, 
pp.-22-33. 
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The Mexican Revolution came to Chiapas with the 

deployment of General Agustin Castro's 21st Battalion. 

Knowing of the alliances that had existed and of the 

protracted civil disturbance that existed between the Liberals 

and Conservative factions in Chiapas, Castro promulgated and 

implemented the "Ley de Obreros" as a means of stabilizing the 

warring factions by controlling the one asset they both 

counted on, indigenous labor. Abolished was the practice of 

debt servitude and "tiendas de raya" or company stores. He 

established a minimum wage for finca workers and gave these 

workers rights to medical benefits and free education. His 

soldiers interrupted the flow of highland j ornaleros and 

successfully fought the familia Chiapaneca irregular army 

called "Mapaches" in what was essentially a civil war. 

Finally in 1920, a truce was signed between the leaders of the 

mapaches and the federal government ending armed struggle in 

the region. 7 9 

During the revolutionary years, the highlands of Chiapas 

7 9 Thomas Benjamin, A Rich Land A Poor People: Politics 
and Society in Modern Chiapas, University of New M e x i c o 
Press, Albuquerque. 1989. pp. 95-126. 
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was the battle ground, where factions demanded tribute, robbed 

and violated the Maya and persecuted them for alleged 

collaboration. Jan Rus notes that in the post-revolutionary 

years many "native communities drew inward, shunning all 

unnecessary contact with the outside world". Noting that this 

was a period of cultural revitalization, Rus draws interviews 

with Chamulenses who note that during the Revolution, the 

community was "reviving and embellishing fiestas not 

celebrated since the late 19th Century, and had established 

rules that would ensure that the community's presidente 

municipal had to be monolingual, Tzotzil-speaking elder of the 

traditional civil and religious offices." Rus notes that oral 

histories show that this was part of a reorganization of Maya 

community internal governance and culture to help them through 

a period when they had little control over their lives 

beyond (their) community". 80 

Beneath the guise of insular compliance, Chamulenses 

80 Jan Rus, "Comunidad Revolucionaria Institucional": 
The Subversion of Native Government in Highland chiapas, 
1936-1968", Duke University Press, Durham & London. 1994. 
pp.270, and 271-272. 
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fiercely protected their interests within the municipio's 

boundaries. Rus cites three cases of resistance, based on oral 

histories, that demonstrate Chamula resolve. During 1931-1932, 

Chamula men, directed by the "principales", killed and 

dismembered an enganchador who came into their municipio to 

collect from a coffee worker. In 1933, defending their 

established ban on ladinos living within the municipio, they 

burned a government sponsored school that had been built 

outside the "cabecera" (town center) . In another case, the 

principales organized the dispersal of "santos" upon hearing 

that "quemasantos" were about to arrive from Tuxtla. All of 

these actions served in defense of Chamula' s proscribed 

"interior" thus defending the community's "traditional" rights 

and property. 81 

The community of Zinacantan did learn how to turn 

agrarismo to their advantage. Allowing state officials to 

install young men in community leadership roles since 1920 

gave Zinacantan the advantage of experiences gained outside 

81 Robert Wasserstrom, Class and Society in Central 
Chiapas, University of California, Berkeley. 1983. pp.176. 
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the municipio least of which was the knowledge of how to use 

the new agrarian laws at least eight years prior to other Maya 

communities. These young bilingual men began filing petitions 

for previously expropriated lands now in the hands of ladino 

ranchers. Not having served in religious cargos, these men 

assumed control over municipal posts because the revolution 

had removed ladino control over the positions of alcaldes and 

justices of the peace. Assuming these roles with the approval 

of the "traditional elders", these men assumed cargo positions 

within the community. This change in governance did give the 

elders a greater degree of autonomy. This added to state 

approval of indigenous men in the "cabildo", or town council, 

left few impediments to "principales" being able to select 

candidates that "fulfilled their" ... "criteria of loyalty, 

obedience and honesty" . 82 Agrarianism would benefit Maya 

communi ties as in the case above, but the negotiation for 

autonomy given the penetration of the state would continue to 

be contested. 

82 ibid. Rus, (1994) pp.272. 
ibid. Wasserstrom, (1983) pp.172-174. 
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Tiburcio Fernandez Ruiz, one of the Mapache leaders 

became state governor in 1921. Ruiz instituted the first 

agrarian laws of the post-revolutionary period that allowed 

finca owners to keep 8, 000 hectares of their prime lands. 

This legal action did not prevent large landholdings from 

being divided among family members, thus exploiting the 

apparent loophole that allowed the control adjoining lands in 

common. 83 This pattern of cooptation of federal agrarian land 

reform would continue well past the presidency of Lazaro 

Cardenas and the federal land reforms of 1938. 

Even though Chiapas governor Fernandez Ruiz redistributed 

abandoned foreign owned properties to less radical indigenous 

groups, making five new "ejidos" or inalienable land grants on 

the Pacific piedmont and four in the Grijalva Basin, he did so 

only to play both sides of the new political economy. This 

action would establish a "modus operandi" for successive 

Chiapaneco governors to effectively calm agrarian dissent 

while providing finca owners the means of using indigenous 

labor for export crop production for the next two decades. 

83 ibid. Wasserstrom, (1983). pp. 157-159. 
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Thus, no significant changes occurred to the relationship 

between the systems that promoted the migration of highland 

wage labor which fueled the state's export crop economy. 84 

Finqueros would also establish a "modus operandi" by 

selling poorer quality lands surrounding their plantations in 

the Soconusco thus protecting their most productive hectares 

from government confiscation and buy the crops produced by 

Maya land owners without risking previous production costs. 

In addition, finqueros would also avail themselves of 

Guatemalan laborers at lower prices without having to deal 

with agrarian radicalism thus upsetting socialist union 

organizations. Wasserstrom also points out that these 

Guatemalan workers would provide a multi-generational supply 

of labor thus enhancing their ability to control both the 

export crop and labor markets. In fact, by the 1950's coffee 

finca owners petitioned and were given the approval by the 

ministry of the interior to import as many as 20,000 

Guatemalan workers per year. The impact of sindicato 

84 ibid. Wasserstrom, (1983) pp.l60-170. 
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membership was counter to what had been envisioned. 8 5 

Coffee production would reach new levels in 1935. 

Socialist unions such as the Partido Socialista del Soconusco 

that would draw Maya 20,000 workers into their ranks by 1918, 

effectively politicizing indigenous labor. The landed elites, 

which now included piedmont finca owners, had to contend with 

a growing militancy amongst the labor force. By 1936 though, 

national agrarian reform and the rise of the soon-to-be ruling 

political party, the cardenista Partido Revolucionario 

Mexicano(PRM) would end the non-sanctioned political action 

amongst day laborers and plantation jornaleros. 86 

In order to insure that the 1936 election would be a 

success, the PRM had to secure highland indigenous support. If 

they could organize indigenous finca labor, they could 

neutralize the Chiapaneco opposition to agrarian reforms and 

thus politically control the state of Chiapas. The Tzotzil and 

Tzeltal communities comprised one third of the population. Key 

85 ibid. Wasserstrom, (1983) pp . 164, pp.170. 
German Martinez Velasco, "Migraci6n y Poblamiento 

Guatemalteco en Chiapas''. Mesoamerica, num.25 (6,1993) 

8 6 ibid Wasserstrom pp.162. 
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in the PRM's bid for control over state government was Erastro 

Urbina. Having grown up in a "barrio de mexicanos" of San 

Cristobal, Urbina had connections among the artisan and 

traveling merchant class, was an adherent of Cardenista 

populist social action and was very sensitive to Maya 

exploitation. Urbina effectively recruited an "election 

committee" of "pistoleros, who convinced the indigenous 

population to vote for the PRM's candidate, Efrain Gutierrez. 87 

Urbina was appointed director of the Departamento de 

Protecci6n Indigena (DPI) and began replacing highland 

"secretarios municipales" with his own "election committee" 

members, thus solidifying municipal support. He also unionized 

the regions migrant coffee plantation workers by legally 

establishing the Sindicato de Trabajadores Indigenas (STI) and 

the Oficina de Contrataciones that would later control 

organized labor. 88 

Overhauling "ayuntamiento" offices with young literate 

87 ibid. Rus, (1994) pp. 274. 
ibid. Wasserstrom (1983) pp.162. 

88 ibid. Rus, (1994) pp.275. 
ibid. Wasserstrom, ( 1983) pp. 163. 
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bilingual men and appointing them as "esrcibanos", he 

effectively removed career bureaucrats from positions of local 

power in the areas under his jurisdiction. This cadre 

traveled and translated at DPI centers, and worked in concert 

with the "secretarios municipales" to bring into line ladino 

businessmen and labor contractors that operated in indigenous 

communities by boycott and threats respectively. This cadre 

also ended ladino domination of liquor merchants. From 1937 to 

1939, the "election committee" worked as "agentes montados", 

invading and expropriating highland fincas giving these 

properties to Chamula men. 89 

The formation of the STI and the new "ayuntamiento" 

appointees led to the union enrollment of 25,000 plantation 

workers right before the coffee harvest began in the fall of 

1937. This forced coffee finca owners to hire only card 

carrying laborers because doing otherwise would be illegal. 

Urbina effectively inserted the federal government in between 

coffee interests and highland labor. The young men of the STI 

would become the "habilitadores", recruiting and disciplining 

89 ibid. Rus, (1994) pp.275-276. ftnt. 13. 
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those workers who still owed contractual responsibilities. 

Rus notes that the STI "never called a strike" and for that 

matter never had to participate in labor negotiations. 90 Rus, 

through interviews with "election committee" members notes 

that Urbina's promise of better working conditions, " ... not 

only penetrated the Indian's internal community governments/ 

but enlisted them in the task of subordinating the state's 

landowner and planters to the national government and party". 91 

In 1938 the DPI would seek to solidify its control of 

indigenous municipal governments by announcing that it would 

only acknowledge bilingual presidentes. For Zinacantan, this 

was not a problem since the municipal government had been 

bilingual since the 1920's. San Juan Chamula 1 on the other 

hand had gone to great lengths to insure that their municipal 

officials were monolingual. Complaining to state authorities 

that this was an unjust impediment to their rights to carry 

out community affairs, a compromise was reached. The elders of 

Chamula split the "alcalde", or mayors post, into two 

90 ibid. Rus pp.277. 

91 ibid. Rus, (1994) pp.277-278. ftnts.10,15. 
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positions, one that was selected by the community elders and 

one who had fulfilled religious cargos and one who was a 

Spanish-speaking scribe appointed by the state officials. 92 

This would insure local autonomy and prevent the security of 

the community from suffering at the hands of unscrupulous 

cabildo leaders and state appointed officers. 

Economically though, the power of these individuals began 

to eclipse that of traditionally appointed cargo participants. 

As in the case of Salvador Lopez Tuxum, the first "secretario 

general" of the STI, his volunteering for a lower cargo, not 

only quashed complaints by traditional elders, but, more 

importantly, indicated his willingness to perform a cargo 

according to custom and to legitimize the civil rank he had 

already performed. It is interesting to note that the DPI 

would quietly modify the enforcement of "chicha" laws allowing 

prospective religious leaders license to produce distilled 

liquor. The effect was that, in light of this event, 

traditional elders would have to maintain a cooperative 

92 ibid. Wasserstrom, ( 1983) pp. 173-174. 



I 

85 

relationship with these the younger state appointees. 93 These 

new community leaders would establish the "waiting lists" for 

cargo appointments because of the revenues that could be 

generated from chicha sales. This in turn reduced local 

political mobility during the next three decades as recorded 

in the ethnographies of Evon z. Vogt (1969) of Zinacantan and 

Ricardo Pozas (1959) of San Juan Chamula. 94 The waiting list 

then is a clear example of the state enforcing "native 

traditions against the natives themselves" . 95 

After 1940, agrarian reforms did little to improve 

material conditions in Zinacantan and San Juan Chamula. With 

Mexico's declaration of war against the Axis in 1942, German 

owned coffee fincas which comprised more that one third of the 

states plantation properties, were seized by the government 

93 ibid Rus, (1994) pp. 279-280. 

94 ibid pp. 176-177. For in depth study of "waiting 
lists" see, Evon Z. Vogt, "Zinacantan: A Maya Community in the 
Highlands of Chiapas, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 
Mass. 1969. and 
---.Ricardo Pozas, Chamula: un pueblo indio de los altos de 
Chiapas, Instituto Nacional Indigenista, Mexico, D.F. 1959. 

95 Jan Rus, "The "Communidad Revolucionaria 
Institucional": The Subversion of Native Government in 
Highland Chiapas, 1936-1968. 1994. pp. 268. 
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and placed in trust. 96 STI protection of indigenous labor 

became a liability for the Mexican government who held these 

fincas. The government decided that the STI was no longer a 

viable organization and reduced its scope to the recruitment 

of laborers. With the evolution of the PRM into the Partido 

Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) in the mid 1940's, a new 

conservatism emerged to replace old standards that had 

promoted self-defense within the closed communities of the 

state now integral in the new parties political machine. 97 

In 1946, with a new governor and the appointment of 

Alberto Rojas as director of the Departamento de Protecci6n 

Indigena the STI was broken up. Once again the Maya 

communities of the highlands saw themselves in a hostile 

political environment. Indigenous community members would no 

longer participate in the management of labor or the 

monitoring of working conditions. The enganchadores returned 

96 Thomas Benjamin, A Rich Land A Poor People: Politics 
and Society in Modern Chiapas, .University of New Mexico 
Press, Albuquerque. 1989. pp. 209, 214. 

97 Jan Rus, "The "Communidad Revolucionaria Institucional'': 
The Subversion of Native Government in Highland Chiapas, 1936-
1968'', Duke University Press, Durham & London. 1994. pp. 281-

283. 
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to exploit them once more. Even the education project started 

by Urbina ended with teacher's pay being withheld. 98 

Although the state did enact measures that raised the 

material conditions, security and mobility of highland Maya 

communities, the new political climate would seriously 

undermine previous levels of autonomy. Only the crumbs of the 

Post-Revolutionary period would remain. Zinacantan was lucky 

considering that the petitions for lands would finally be 

confirmed in 1942. But even these gains were paltry when we 

consider the quality of land gained. The new reality would 

return material conditions to pre-revolutionary levels. It 

would not be long before the population of these municipios 

would reduce those properties to parcels that could not 

sustain families relying on them for daily subsistence. 

Collier's explanation of how the community of San Juan 

Chamula appropriated their own environments "obvious 

disequilibrium" to promote and ensure that their "ethnic 

ties" ... "would take precedence" 99 , reflects the discontinuity 

98 ibid. Rus, (1994) pp. 281-282 

99 George A. Collier, Fields of Tzotzil: The Ecological 
Tradition in the Highland Chiapas,University of Texas Press, 



of the post revolutionary era. 

88 

Without the opportunities 

provided by state penetration the effect resistance strategies 

are nil. The control over the means of production and the 

political apparatus within the state of Chiapas would remain 

in the hands of Ladinos. The evolution of resistance 

strategies will continue into the next millennium. 

Guatemala 

Santiago Chimaltenango 

Located in the southern edge of the Cuchumatan mountains 

the Mam-speaking municipio of Chimaltenango is bound by the 

Rio Ocho to the east, the Rio Cuate to the south and the 

neighboring municipio of San Pedro Necta to the west. The 

town of Chimaltenango lies at an altitude of 7,400 feet on the 

western side of Pich'jab' mountain that begins at the fast 

flowing Rio Cuate, at 4,000 feet and rises to an altitude of 

9,000 feet above sea level. This is "tierra fria", and the 

climate is similar to those of other tropical highlands. In 

Austin & London. 1975. 
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the late 1930's, it took three days of walking to reach the 

city of Huehuetenango. Since the construction of the Pan-

American Highway in 1951, this same trip can be accomplished 

in a couple hours by lorry or bus. 100 

Charles Wagley's studies on the economy of Chimaltenango 

in the late 1930's and early 1940's, 100 reveal a community 

that was isolated geographically on the frontier of the 

Cuchumatan mountains, with no easy access to and from its 

departmental city center. This isolation was not complete, 

but then the Neo-Liberal state did not extend its apparatus to 

the city of Huehuetenango until 1875. 101 This Mam Maya 

100 John M. Watanabe, Maya Saints And Souls In A Changing 
World,University of Texas Press, Austin. 1992. pp. 152. 

10° Charles Wagley, Economics of a Guatemalan Village, 
Memoirs of the American Anthropological Association, no. 
58 Menasha, Wis. American Anthropological Association. 1941. 

The Social Religious Life of a Guatemalan Village, 
Memoirs of the American Anthropological Association. no. 71. 
Menasha, Wis., American Anthropological Association. 1949. 
---. Santiago Chimaltenango: Estudio antropologico-social de 
una communidad Indigena de Huehuetenango, Seminario de 
Integraci6n Social Guatemalteca, 1957. Guatemala City: 
Tipograffa Nacional. Num.4. 

101 David McCreery, "Hegemony and Repression in Rural 
Guatemala", in Peasant Studies, vol. XVII, No. 3, Spr. 1990. 
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community was not on or near a major communications route such 

as Zinacantan and the Pan-American Highway was not built until 

1952. What has become apparent is that Chimaltenango was not 

as affected by state intervention as other Maya communities 

whose municipios could be accessed easily via major 

transportation routes. The community of Chimaltenango was 

influenced by the development of indigenous coffee production 

within its own boundries. Chimaltecos had more influence 

determining their own economic development than the state had 

obtainning wage laborers for the coastal fincas. 

In fact, Watanabe argues that it has been the "patterns 

of Chimalteco history and daily routine (which) highlight the 

important features of their identity. First, they have not 

been "passive victims" to the ravages of "exploitation and 

oppression" and that they have adapted to domination by 

turning "externally imposed institutions "to meet their own 

ends. The second point he makes is that Chimalteco ethnic 

identity is not "dialectical rather that essential",or, 

"oppositional rather than innate", because Chimaltecos "are 

more that what Ladinos are not". Ethnic identity lies in 
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their opposition to ladino culture. They are the gente de 

razon. The third feature of Chimalteco identity, according to 

Watanabe, is their conception of the "here and now", of being 

"of Chimbal 11 or "a ladino, outsider or stranger". Chimbal is 

the center of their world and that is their "dynamic social 

reality" which has adapted to the social, political and 

economic climate that surrounds them. 102 

Indeed, the oppositions built into their daily 

manipulation of time and space provide a context to Chimalteco 

reality that is immutable and forms the basis for cultural 

survival, what Voght called, "encapsulation". Concepts of time 

and space, saints and "witz", even cargo succession have 

remained essentially the same, and modifications that Watanabe 

notes hare adaptations to ongoing and historical conditions. 1 03 

This is a community that still sees the world as another place 

but not the main place. 

102 John M. Watanabe, Maya Saints and Souls in a Changing 
World, University of Texas Press, Austin. 1992. pp.57-58. 
note: Watanabe discovered that Chimaltecos would rather have 
their self-identification to place known as "being from 
Chimbal". 

103 ibid • pp • 14 8-14 9 I ch • 3 1 4 1 5 • 
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Economically, when Wagley first visited this community in 

the 1930's, they were only beginning to take the eight day 

walk to the coast to find wage labor, largely due to the 

depletion of the soil in their small family plots. Wagley 

points out that laboring for a wealthier landowning Chimalteco 

was limited and that many had to resort to coastal finca labor 

at "10-20 centavos a day" just to be able to buy corn. 

Arguing that because "more than three fourths of the 

inhabitants of Chimbal owned less that the minimum amount of 

milpa for subsistence",and "wage labor dependency was not due 

to the lack of land within the municipio but to the disparity 

of land ownership caused by the abolition of communal lands 

after the 1870's." Predicting that larger numbers of 

Chimaltecos would seek work on plantations, he also noted that 

those who were land-wealthy would become even more so at the 

expense of their neighbors. Indeed, Watanabe caps this 

conclusion by noting that the population of Chimbal in 1937 of 

1500, had risen to 2647 in 1964, and that over 90 per cent of 

Chimalteco families lack the 120 cuerdas of land Wagley 

concluded were needed to be self-sufficient. Since milpa land 
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was not sufficient, more families migrated to coastal 

plantations so as to be able to buy corn thus, locally the 

increasing demand for this staple caused prices as high as 

Q25.00 per quintal. 104 

The seasonal migration to the coast would continue in 

ever increasing numbers until the introduction of chemical 

fertilizers in 1960' and 1970's. Diversification of 

agricultural crops did not happen until the 1950's. This is 

possible because the altitude of the Rio Ocho valley to the 

north and the Rio Cuate river valley below the town center lie 

at the upper reaches of the coffee zone, 1500 meters. Cash 

crop diversification and overall increases of maize yield 

because of the introduction of coffee trees and fertilizers 

reduced the need for migration, and the increased the 

availability of work within the municipality did not take hold 

till the 1950's. Watanabe points out that today Chimaltecos 

"migrate for the lack of money not land" . 105 

Watanabe also points out that it is the "ongoing natural, 

104 ibid. Watanabe pp.133. (Wagley 1941:9, 30-31, 72-73, 60-
61,82-83). 

105 ibid. pp. 134, 138, 146. 
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conventional and political conditions, locally and regionally, 

that have shaped Chimalteco responses to changing historical 

circumstances". In Wagley's time, how much land you inherited 

and where it was located determined your potential for wealth 

accumulation, ie., more land. Today, Watanabe notes that it 

is the "suitability for coffee", or the quality of the land 

you own that determines wealth. Perceptions of land quality, 

caused by cash-crop diversification, have changed ideas about 

certain types of land as a commodity. Chi mal teco ethnic 

identity and the attachment to milpa lands, to community, to 

place have not changed. 

What were the responses of Chimbal to Neo-Liberal state 

formation? What have been the forms of resistance of this 

community? Ironically, the answer to both questions involves 

land. Watanabe points out that communal land holding was 

being eroded by population increases and an increasing 

economic separation of wealthy and poor individuals. By far 

the most important event for the community was the abolition 

of the "censo enfiteutico" of 1877. The new system would 

require all lands to be held individually so as to tax each 
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landholder. The response of the communities was to acquire 

titles for their lands, regardless of their lack of 

agricultural potential. The petition for title of the "ejido 

land", was presented in the document as "only good for milpa 

production 11 which was meant to dissuade any talk of its 

commercial value among ladinos. Milpa land was an important 

asset for any community. Hence the neighboring communities of 

San Pedro Necta, San Martin, countered with claims on 

Chi mal teco claims. 1 06 The ensuing actions by Chimaltecos 

especially, reveal that their response to the abolition of the 

"censo" was a calculated action determined by the population 

growth. This is evident in the comparison Watanabe makes with 

Wagley's observations . 107 

The land titling acquisition frenzy between communities 

noted by Wagley and Watanabe began between 1900-1910. It was 

also mirrored by land purchasing within Chimbal. Previously 

acquired lands through the old municipal system of usufruct, 

did allow an individual to inherit land and title it once the 

106 ibid. pp.164-166. 

1 0 7 ibid. pp. 167-168. 
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municipal leadership recognized usufruct had been satisfied, 

but they could not alienate their land. Once the community 

began to respond to state land tenure reform, all milpa land 

in the municipio became private property. Privatization 

allowed rich community members to exchange land for service on 

forced labor requisitions with less endowed Chimalatecos and 

individuals from the community and from San Juan Atitan. 108 

Even though land sales and titling surged within the 

first four decades of this century, Chimaltecos waited until 

1948 to enter them in the "Aetas de Municipalidad", when the 

status of "municipio" was re-established. In 1935, the 

Guatemalan state reduced Chimbal to the status of an "aldea 11 

of San Pedro Necta. This meant that Chimalteco men had to 

register land holdings and purchases in San Pedro, which 

according to Wagley they resisted. 109 The obvious reasons for 

the "principales" electing a passive strategy of resistance to 

the state arbitrarily imposing the "aldea" status was that 

Chimbal did not want to incur state repression, pride, and 

108 ibid. pp. 168-171. 

109 ibid. 196. 
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fear that Sanpedranos and others may acquire their municipio's 

lands. Pointing out that, " ... public recognition" and not 

exact divisions that determined "proof of ownership", Watanabe 

argues correctly that it was the "exercise of individual of 

alienation" ... " rather than national law" that determined the 

glut of land title registration in the 1940' . 110 

The "principales" strategy of sending a young bilingual 

Chimalteco to Guatemala City to press for redress and 

reinstitution of municipio status, signalled a fundamental 

change in the traditional qualifications of upward mobility 

based on age and service in the civil-religious hierarchy. 

The strategy of including young men in what was once a role 

for traditional community leaders led to their empowerment in 

exercising their rights and interests independent of community 

leadership. Wagley cites an "extreme" example in which one 

brother used a direct approach in appropriating his deceased 

father's lands by going to Huehuetenango and securing title, 

thus bypassing the "alcaldes" authority to determine sibling 

inheritance of assets. Watanabe shows that by the 1940's, 

llO ibid. pp. 169-170. 
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competition for land had circumvented traditional norms in the 

public and private arenas, thus destabilizing the status quo 

in regards to the exercise of community authority. This trend 

became even more apparent during the Revolution of 1944 when 

Chimaltecos proved citizenship to vote for and campaigned for 

Juan Jose Arevalo's presidency. 111 

Although Chimaltecos maintained their ethnic identity and 

community cultural autonomy, material conditions defined by 

land wealth, determined the differentiation of class within 

the community. Mobility, both horizontal and vertical was 

influenced by state penetration which changed the perceptions 

of security from that of the community to one of the 

individual. In the decades to come all four conditions would 

be severely tested by Guatemalan state repression. 

Momostenango 

Momostenango, a Maya Quiche community, lies in a high 

plateau region between the central and the Pacific piedmont 

111 ibid. pp. 172-173. 
---.Douglass E. Birnthall, Revolt against the Dead: The 
Modernization of a Mayan Community in the Highlands of 
Guatemala, Gordon and Breach, New York. 1979. pp. 142- 143. 
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mountain ranges that run through Central America. Robert 

Carmack describes Momostenango municipality as divided into 

four zones. The topography of this municipality runs from 

northwest to southwest composed of a small northern zone at 

1600m to 2000m, followed by a major northern zone of 2100m to 

2500m that contains the town center, is then followed by a 

southern zone of that begins at 2500m and ends at 3000m 

followed by a small zone that tops off the uppermost 

elevations of 3000 to 3400 to the southwest. The soil 

fertility this municipio to the north is moderate and subject 

to erosion. The soil fertility of the southern zones is high 

and less subject to erosion. The natural vegetation of the 

Departamento of Totonicapan, (from lower elevations to 

highest), has been described by Thomas Venlben as woodland to 

forest to brushland to grassland. 112 

Momostenango was already in a situation of having to 

alter their means of production due to environmental 

degradation by the time Felix Webster McBryde conducted his 

112 Robert Carmack, Rebels of Highland Guatemala: The 
Ouiche-Mayas of Momostenango, University of Oklahoma Press, 
Norman and London. 1995. pp.12-16, ftnt. 14. 
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survey of the southeastern region of Guatemala for a research 

in 1933, 1936, 1937 and 1940. Milpa agriculture was giving 

way to wool products production due to the need to augment 

decreasing crop yields. Both McBryde and Tax have commented on 

the poor soil conditions within this municipality. Natural 

hot springs and natural dye obtained from trees in the 

municipio aided in this transformation. 113 The population has 

always been dispersed so much so that this municipio was 

classified by Tax as a, "vacant town" community, mostly rural, 

with a 2% ladino population. 114 

The political reforms during the Justo Rufino Barrios 

years drastically altered all aspects of indigenous life. 

Momostecos did react violently to Neo-Liberal reforms. Unlike 

other communities, the land that was lost during the Barrios 

113 Felix Webster McBryde, Geografia Cultural e Hist6ria 
del Suroeste de Guatemala, Seminario de Integraci6n Social 
Guatemalteca, Guatemala. Torno I y II. 1969. pp. 192., (Torno 
I I) . 

Sol Tax, Miscellaneous Notes on Guatemala, in Microfilm 
Collection of Manuscripts of Middle American Cultural 
Anthropology, University of Chicago Library. 1947. no.18, 
ch.7. 

114 ibid. Carmack. pp. 17. 
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years was due to confiscation and measurement . 115 The 

"tequios" or "very heavy collective work obligations" 

organized Momostecos into road and bridges crews, plantation 

workers and military service in the militia of army in 

wartime. Plantation work was the only tequio that paid and 

therefore the most important of the three for determining 

priority of labor conscription. Carmack asserts that even 

though plantation work paid, the costs to the "habilitador" 

made what was earned paltry. The system of labor procurement 

under Barrios favored plantation owners in the recruitment of 

labor and collection of debts through compacts between the 

ladino alcaldes of towns surrounding the fincas. 116 

From the jefes politicos to the alcaldes to the ladino 

merchants, the Barrios government centralized all aspects of 

political and social life of Momostenago. Alcaldes meddled 

in the selection by the "principales" candidates for civil 

governance positions. Jefes politicos enforced the mandates 

of the state without question and when asked, as in the case 

115 ibid. pp. 134,135,136. 

11 6 ibid. pp. 136-137 . 
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of a petition for independent municipality by San Bartolo, 

responded by saying that it would be "bad absolutism" to do 

so. In terms of military service, the organization of the 

militia had made an about face from the Carrera period when 

Momostecos had combined military, religious and civil 

positions an organic hierarchical prestige system . Under 

President Barrios and the Neo-Liberal ideology, this type of 

hierarchy was inappropriate. Carmack adds that at within a 

battalion strength force, a militia contingent had 20 ladino 

officers, 120 corporals and 363 soldiers who were mostly 

indigenous men. Officers served at the cabecera and were 

forced to serve tours in the militia. 117 

Momostenango was not affected by Liberal secularization 

policies. In fact, there seems to be a hands off attitude 

regarding the cofradias and ecclesiastical properties. 

Carmack quotes a jefe politico from the municipal archives of 

Momostenango as saying, "this municipality has nothing to do 

with consolidation [confiscation of church holdings] adding 

that the cofradias "were not to be touched for any reason". 

117 ibid. pp.l37-138. 
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The state did secularize a cofradia land and the official 

registry in order to record who was born and who died and even 

established a public cemetery to end burials at the 

"calvarium" next to the church. 118 

The duplicitous alteration of the political economy 

created an environment of high exploitation in Momostenango. 

Resistance would usually start with the petitions of the 

"auxiliares" who were appointed by the "principales" and had 

the thankless task of convincing ladinos they had to temper 

their actions in certain instances. Other forms of resistance 

by Momostecos entail the gamut of "civil disobedience", such 

as continuing to use currency banned by the state, not legally 

registering their properties, planting on municipal lands and 

ignoring their tax payments. These passive forms of resistance 

proved to be a frustration to the state, even though it could 

use the implied threat of military action via the army or the 

militia. 11 9 

In the case of Momostenango, violent confrontation did 

118 ibid. pp. 138. 

119 ibid. pp. 140. 
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occur especially when the state awarded their lands to nearby 

municipalities. Glossing these "territorial disputes on the 

basis of political ideology and expediency", Carmack points 

out that they did not take into consideration the "traditional 

rights to those lands under pre-hispanic land titles. Violent 

actions taken by Momostecos throughout the municipality 

escalated to a point of a general uprising in 1876. Led by 

Julian Rubio, aka Ram6 Carrera, the rebellion became regional 

in scope because of the alliances made through his marriage 

into the Lajpops family. Rubio's troops did attack troops in 

the district and the military base at El Quiche, but retreated 

after a short skirmish. Making a retreat into the mountains 

and barrancas to the north they continued to conduct guerrilla 

warfare against the army. The state directed the army to quell 

this rebellious movement. Applying pressure throughout the 

region, the army burned Quiche aldeas in the rebel zone around 

Momostenango and continued, by direct orders of Barrios to 

burn "all the unoccupied hamlets of Momostenango. " The 

repression of the rebellion continued until the eventual 

captured of Juan Rubio in Comitan, Chiapas and returned to 
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President Barrios effectively ended all land 

disputes between Momostenango, San Francisco and Chiquimula by 

force. In essence the first administration of the Neo-Liberal 

era achieved a peace through the use of force and, by example, 

the threat of the use of force in the future. 120 

When Estrada Cabrera came into power, the material 

conditions were being stressed by a population expansion. In 

1894 the census revealed that the population of Momostenango 

was at about 12,000 individuals. The 1921 census revealed that 

the population was at 25,704, and by 23,667 largely due to 

epidemics. Ladinos composed two per cent of the population in 

1894, a figure that would remain constant till after the 1942 

census. What had changed was the rural population. Carmack 

notes that in 1930, Tax noticed the formation of cabeceras 

with some nucleation in various cantones . 121 

With the increases in population came increased 

minifundia production of maize. Lack of additional lands to 

plant and fallow was also part of the "long term trend of land 

120 ibid. pp. 141-146. 

121 ibid pp .151. ftnt. 38. 
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shortages leading into the 20th Century. Momostecos searched 

for land outside the municipio and President Estrada Cabrera 

would grant militia members large sections of land. Land 

obtained by Momostecos was either bought or obtained as a 

reward for military service. Carmack also notes that by the 

1930's, maize and beans had to brought in form outside sources 

in the spring. In 1936, the agricultural conditions are 

confirmed by an official report that describes how farmers go 

to great lengths to fertilize and prepare the land for 

subsistence cropping only to finally harvest a paltry amount 

of "grains by which life's most vital needs are met. "122 Not 

only was the land of poor quality but the practice of 

patrilineal inheritance could still be usurped by clans and 

lineages which also applied to lands in other municipios as 

well. 123 Material conditions at the before the turn of the 

century were beginning to erode even further after 1900. 

The increase in craft production came largely because of 

the lack of land and the declining quality of subsistence 

122 ibid. pp. 155. ftnt. 57. 

123 ibid. pp. 155. 
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farming. The present tradition of weaving and Momostenango's 

notoriety as a center of production are adaptations to natural 

as well as political conditions. Weaving to Momostenango is 

the equivalent to coffee production in 1950's Chimaltenango. 

Specialization of production became a part of municipal life. 

Wool preparation and weaving became family enterprises. Labor 

was also organized on traditional lines as practiced in milpa 

production. Carding, spinning and washing were performed by 

women and children while weaving was conducted by men. The 

market of Momostenango became a center of wool trade, natural 

dyes and the source for design styles. Production technology 

evolved from narrow foot looms to the use of six foot blanket 

broad looms by 1925. Traditional natural dyes would eventually 

be replaced by the introduction of aniline dye in the 

1920's . 1 24 These new commercial activities were not community-

wide enterprises. Many still migrated to coffee fincas as 

part of the liberal project to develop the nation through the 

production of this bulk export product. 

The state's interests in coffee production remained 

124 ibid. pp. 158-159. 
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predominant throughout the first three decades of the 20th 

Century. Labor on the plantations was compulsory and debt 

servitude continued until it was abolished by the Ubico 

administration in 1934. In Momostenango, the turn of the 

century still included all the political, social and economic 

conditions of the late 19th Century. The one major change was 

the rise of the Cienfuegos family to a position of power 

within the community. 125 

The cooptation of the Momosteco community structure 

insured that its organization became an extension of the 

ladino' s municipal corporation . 126 This integration and 

subordination insured that Momostecos would maintain concepts 

of space and their identity which was centered on that space. 

That Momostecos would conceive the "entire 536 caballerias of 

their municipio territory as an ejido" brings the point home. 

Carmack notes that the southwest hilltop shrines dedicated to 

the practice of costumbres also served as community 

boundaries. So thoroughly had the ideology of the state 

125 ibid. pp. 168-169. 

126 ibid. pp. 170. 
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penetrated this community that records indicate that there was 

a growing interest, especially those ladino organizations such 

as" ... public agencies, schools, military units ... " that were 

located near the in the center of the town. 127 These symbols 

of ladino domination were one of the tools of cooptation. 

Local ladino commanders would in turn co-opt traditional 

military organizations in a bid to become caudillos in their 

own right. Teodoro Cienfuegos was one such example. 128 

The militarization of Momostecan society had its 

fundamental roots in religious practice. The state during the 

Neo-Liberal period sought to subordinate the Church by 

insisting on the introduction of a "military" saint into the 

pantheon of the church. Carmack also states that "native 

ritual" ... "was part of a loosely integrated system manipulated 

and controlled by the dominant military rulers of the 

community". The reverse was not the case regarding Maya 

participation in Ladino religio-military celebrations. 129 

127 ibid. pp. 171. 

128 ibid. pp.171-174. 

129 ibid. pp. 174-176. 
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The level of militarization that occurred under Teodoro 

Cienfuegos was extensive. Under the leadership of Cienfuegos 

certain cantones to operate as "special military units". The 

cooptation of these indigenous units was in the incorporation 

of "priest-shamans as militia ritual specialists. "130 The 

militarization of Momostenango reached into every aspect of 

the community structure. Official organizations dealing with 

community affairs such as school committees, public order, and 

patron saint organizations all were organized and run by 

military officials. The "comandante local" during the Cabrera 

period and the "intendente" during the Ubico years supervised 

and controlled both the official agencies and the rural 

organizations. Rural organizations such as Labor recruitment, 

public works, tax collection, public positions and the 

enforcement of rural school instruction were part of this 

military supervision. These commanders realized that by 

coopting Maya organization, ie., lineage and clans groups, 

they could control the entire municipality. Locally Cienfuegos 

was probably more effective at coopting the power of lineage 

130 ibid. pp. 172. 
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and clan leadership than Ubico was in the attempting to reduce 

this indigenous organization's authority . 131 

The reputation gained for the killing of Juan Regalado 

during the war between Guatemala in 1906 by Momosteco soldiers 

had earned them a reputation fierce warriors within military 

circles. General Cienfuegos would be promoted to General of 

the Army. Momosteco soldiers who fought with Cienfuegos would 

staff the Presidential Guard of Estrada Cabrera. For Momosteco 

officers, Toedoro Cienfuegos was key to their receiving a 

military education. One of the best examples is the indigenous 

military officer, Emilio Hidalgo, who graduated from the 

Guatemalan military academy summa cum laude in the class which 

also graduated Miguel Ydigoras Fuentes, a future president. 132 

Even though social stratification permeated Guatemalan 

society, Maya subservience did not reduce their ability to 

learn how to participate in the national arena. The ability 

of the Momosteco officer corp in future military and political 

arenas is telling of their ability to decide their own 

131 ibid. pp. 176-178. 

1 32 ibid. pp. 187-188. 
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interests in times if crisis and settle old scores. The fall 

of Estrada Cabrera in allowed Momosteco officers such a 

chance. 

In 1920, the Unionist Party's legislative assembly 

disqualified Estrada Cabrera and elected another candidate. 

Refusing to step down, Cabrera used his army of Momostecos to 

defend his dictatorial rule. After a six day battle, Estrada 

stepped down. Cienfuegos was arrested and the Momosteco troops 

retreated back home. Back in the department of Totonicapan, 

the departmental commander Salvador Alarcon did not want to 

facilitate a Unionist party change of command. Momostecos 

made up most of his command. back in Momostenango Colonel 

Manuel Cienfuegos (a relative of Teodoro) greeted the 

Unionists with great enthusiasm. Cienfuegos vowed to take by 

force the departmental quarters in Totonicapan with his troops 

present at the reception. Rejected, he promised to deliver 

weapons and a battalion of soldiers to the Unionists. Leaving 

Momostenango with the Unionist delegation, he headed for 

Quetzaltenango. Pledging allegiance to the new president via 

telegram, the Colonel also telegraphed the militia in 
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Momostenango ordering them to meet Unionist troops on the road 

between them and Quetzaltenango. Unknown to the Colonel 

Cienfuegos, these troops had already received the telegram 

from Teodoro Cienfuegos a provisional commander, one Manuel 

Chanchabac, declared that he did not recognize the new 

president and that his troops and himself would join Alarcon 

instead. The ensuing murders of the Unionist leaders, the 

arrest of Chanchabac and thirteen other Momostecos and their 

summary execution by Cienfuegos does have implications that 

are significant. Carmack is correct in stating that what this 

Momosteco officer and the other acculturated soldiers had in 

mind was the "eradication of Ladino rule". The explanation 

that the Indian leaders took a gamble that in defending 

Estrada Cabrera they could be granted the right to establish 

their own leadership. Reflecting on the severity of their 

exploitation and backing up his claim with evidence, Carmack 

reveals the deep feelings of loyalty that were felt between 

the client (Momostecos) and the patrons (Cabrera, Cienfuegos 

and Alarcon) . Acting as soldiers they had no clue as to the 

"language of national politics". Cienfuegos would loose his 
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base of support from with the end of the Cabrera regime. 

Momostecos, acculturated and traditional elements and those 

whom the Cienfuegos family had insulted and repressed joined 

in removing the colonel from power with accusations of 

exercising "dictatorial rule". The politics of Momostenango 

would change with the election of a mestizo . 133 

The acculturation of Maya men provided new methods of 

passive resistance in light of the militarization of this 

community. Local ladino elites became the target of Momosteco 

discontent. This was largely due to the levels of exploitation 

they were subjected to. 

The next example given by Carmack happened in 1940. 

Ubico's jefe politico ordered an increase in the number of 

individuals on the road gang that was building the road 

between San Bartolo and Huehuetenango. The intendente informed 

the Indian alcalde that the cantones were to provide 200 men 

at the beginning of the week. It did not take long for this 

situation to exceed the abilities of the intendente. Taking 

the situation into his own hands the jefe politico walked into 

133 ibid. pp. 212-217. 
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a mob of angry Momostecos who disarmed his guards and 

physically coerced the jefe politico to telegraph Ubico 

describing the extreme workload he had imposed on them. Ubico 

fired this jefe politico and after an investigation the road 

building was terminated. 134 

This pattern of forcing both a confrontation between 

Ubico and the political representatives locally was due to the 

fact that political action was enacted at the local level and 

not nationally. Momostecos believed that "Tata Ubico" was on 

their side in the struggle against local ladinos. The fact 

was that Ubico patronized Maya communities throughout the 

region in order to continue the Neo-Liberal policies of 

exploiting the Maya in the pursuit of national development. 

The relations made between the identity of the Momostecos and 

the presidency continued into the October Revolution that 

eventually led to the election of Juan Jose Arevalo in 1945. 

134 ibid. 218-219. 
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Conclusion 

Porfirismo brought the Mexican elites to the realization 

that the nations development depended on a strong central 

state. The provincial struggle between the Conservatives and 

the Liberals was decided by the state. The changes caused by 

the Mexican Revolution in Chiapas re-defined the way each 

community dealt with material conditions as they worsened 

during the revolutionary hostilities, improved during the 

Cardenas years, and were subsumed by central political party 

politics. Security and mobility were relative to the amount 

of penetration/participation each community allowed even 

though one was readily visited and the other pro-actively 

excluded ladinos. Apparent acquiescence in one case and overt 

resistance in the other case were caused by historical and 

geographic conditions, but the struggle for autonomy 

continues. The fact that the PRM penetrated these communities 

indicates the coercive power of the state to co-opt Maya 

governance. The development of the PRI shows how callous the 

state can be at breaking its revolutionary promises. 

The power of the state in Guatemala became almost 
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absolute by the end of Ubico's regime. Although the domination 

of the state was so excessive, it is interesting to see how 

each community was able to adapt to the coercive Neo-Liberal 

ideology embodied in the pursuit of national development. 

The material conditions for the ladino improved in 

proportion to the exploitation inflicted on Maya communities. 

Security and mobility were relative to each communities's 

political, economic, social environment and location. History 

and geography played a role in relative isolation and exposure 

each community faced as regards to its autonomy and the 

development of state's interests that dominated the Neo-

Liberal era. Guatemala unlike Mexico, would have its 

political economy determined by many rural caudillos. 

Barrios established the Neo-Liberal ideology as the basis 

for the articulation of National development, Cabrera 

continued the program and allowed Momostecos into the 

Presidential Palace, Ubico centralized power, built roads and 

bridges, railroads and telephones, schools and commercial 

centers, but every one of these projects was for the 

enhancement of the state's ability to continue the production 
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relationship had another side. For Momostecos, the Barrios 

regime changed economic relations between ladinos and Maya by 

intensifying the coercive practice of labor extraction. 

Cabrera continued this practice but due to the juan Regalado 

incident, gave Momostecos security through the militarization 

of the community under Teodoro Cienfuegos. This gave way to 

the identification of this community as fierce warriors which 

the community took advantage of during the Unionist take over 

of Guatemalan government and the rise to power of Jorge Ubico. 

Under President Ubico, the security relationship established 

through the militarization under Cabrera the politocal

military autonomy changed. Momostecos used past histories of 

mass uprisings and militarization by threatening to disrupt 

local stability when material conditions such as community 

lands or corrupt local official actions threatened the 

security of the community. Material conditions for this 

community had steadily declined as was the general trend 

throughout the Guatemalan highlands. 

The biases engendered during this period are still part 
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of the national dialogue of both Chiapas and Guatemala. It is 

a dialogue that still uses the cooptation of Maya interests, 

pits Maya against Maya and continues to insist on their 

forced social integration into ladino society. Even after the 

examples of resistance given as examples in this paper, ladino 

society refuses to see the benefits of what should be a 

dynamic plural society. 

Two questions for further research would have to be 

centered on a larger comparison of Maya community resistance 

methods within the confines of the state (Mexican and 

Guatemalan) political systems during the same period under 

investigation. How similar or dissimilar were the experiences 

of other Maya communities regarding the formation of the 

modern state? Another avenue of inquiry would be to assess 

the importance of Maya community resistance to contemporary 

social upheavals and contrast this to past practices. What 

effect does the political participation of Maya individuals 

and community leaders have in the world arena and how does 

this perception change our of the Maya culture? 
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Epilogue 

Since the writting of this thesis much has happened in 

highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala. The Zapatista movement in 

Chiapas brought the continuing plight of Chiapas Maya to world 

attention and this attention moderated the response of the 

Mexican federal governments reaction to indigenous armed 

struggle. Instead of a continued massive punitive military 

action, Mexican leaders have reduced their actions to a low 

intensity military effort that has reduced bloodshed but 

increased the quality of state repression, especially for 

those communidades en resistencia. 

In Guatemala, political action in the form of 

constitutional referendums calling for the recognition of 

Guatemala as a pluralistic society have failed. The 

Commission for Peace, Truth and Reconciliation talks have 

ended the bloodshed in the highlands and started the process 

of social and political integration of beligerant forces. 

Repression still continues as evident in the brutal 

assasination of the Bishop of Guatemala who pointed out 

publicly the extent of military attrocities during the past 
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three decades, in this land of "eternal spring" and humble 

gente de raz6n. 
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