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Abstract 
 

Land and property restitution initiatives have received increasing attention in transitional 

justice debates, as calls have grown to examine the connections between transitional justice and 

broader issues of socioeconomic development. Drawing on insights from critical geography, this 

paper argues that land must be understood not only in terms of its economic value as a means of 

reparation, but also as a way for communities to contest state-making practices in the wake of 

violent conflict. Focusing on the experience of Guatemala’s Communities Population in 

Resistance of the Sierra (CPR–Sierra), a coalition of Mayan communities that fled the Guatemalan 

Army massacres of the early 1980s, resisted forced resettlement, and challenged the narrow, 

market-oriented approach of Guatemala’s post-war land restitution and reallocation schemes, I 

argue that the land restitution program carried out during Guatemala’s peace process constituted a 

multi-dimensional process of territorialization that had the effect of constraining and fragmenting 

possibilities for collective social organizing and coalition-building among resettled community 

groups. In responding to these processes, the meaning of land in restitution initiatives has been at 

the center of how the CPR–Sierra articulate their struggle today. In addition to its material 

significance, CPR communities today articulate land’s significance in symbolic and political terms 

as the geographic basis for an organized, nonviolent struggle against the Guatemalan state that 

they view as the only means of fulfilling the peace process. 

 

Keywords: transitional justice; land restitution; resettlement; territoriality; Indigenous politics; 

Guatemala 
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Introduction 

Mass displacement figures prominently during periods of armed conflict both as a 

consequence of human rights violations and as a gross human rights violation in and of itself. 

Restitution to displaced populations is increasingly seen as a central component of transitional 

justice programs, as scholars and practitioners analyze the relationships between justice 

mechanisms, long-term issues of social inequity, and the balance between individual and 

collective claims to reparations (De Grieff and Duthie 2009; Duthie 2011; Roht-Arriaza 2014). 

Recent progress has been made toward recognition of the potential that redress in the form of 

material reparations such as land restitution and reallocation can have both in the prevention of 

future outbreaks of conflict and in the material wellbeing of victims of displacement. These 

commitments have been especially relevant since the UN General Assembly Resolution 60/147 

codified the right to reparations and remedy for victims of gross violations of international 

human rights law in 2006, although the resolution does not mention land itself as a specific form 

of material reparation (A/RES/60/147 2006). 

Land, however, holds much more than material significance as a form of remedy and 

redress for displaced populations. Traumatic experiences like genocide, armed conflict, and 

forced removal often herald significant changes in the symbolic and political meaning of land for 

victims of displacement, and especially for those in organized social-political movements. While 

transitional justice restitution initiatives have generally focused on the material significance of 

reparations to victimized populations, meaningful responses to the issues of displacement 

demand greater sensitivity and awareness to the impacts that land restitution, reallocation, and 

resettlement measures have on the symbolic and political significance of land to victims of 

displacement and forced removal. 
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Critical human geography can provide key insights into how the significance of land to 

displaced and subsequently resettled groups of people informs their responses to these processes. 

Using theories of territoriality as a framework, land restitution and resettlement measures can be 

read as multi-dimensional processes of territorialization that have the effect of constraining and 

fragmenting possibilities for collective social organizing and coalition-building among resettled 

community groups. The impacts and challenges that land restitution, reallocation, and 

resettlement programs portend for the displaced populations that are affected by them reveal why 

land matters beyond its material capacity to provide physical space to accommodate resettled 

populations. On a material basis, the defense of existing land claims and demands for further 

land concessions as forms of reparations are clearly significant, as they constitute some of the 

most common demands made by victims of forced displacement. Using the lens of critical 

geography, however, it becomes clear that organized community movements of resettled persons 

may view land not only as the objective of their struggles, but also, more importantly, as the 

basis upon which to articulate meaningful alternatives to state territoriality, and to organize and 

mobilize in pursuit of them. 

In Guatemala, the violent displacement of rural, civilian, Indigenous Maya populations 

from their homelands during the internal conflict (1960–1996) was an explicit counterinsurgent 

strategy by the military state. Land restitution and reallocation were therefore uniquely 

challenging undertakings during Guatemala’s peace process in the 1990s. For one, the total 

number of displaced persons seeking a secure return to their homelands was immense, estimated 

to be at least 1.5 million, the vast majority of whom were internally displaced persons (IDPs) 

(Falla 1994). The experience of displacement itself also varied tremendously within and beyond 

Guatemala, as populations were uprooted from different regions and forced to seek refuge in 
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unfamiliar settings across Guatemala and beyond. During the peace process, complications 

frequently arose between a host of actors with different and often contradictory mandates and 

objectives (e.g. the Guatemalan government, the military, armed non-statutory actors, civil 

society organizations, refugees, and IDPs). To complicate matters, lands from which Indigenous 

communities had been uprooted by the military had in many cases been used for forced 

relocation, opened up for occupation by new settlers and landowners, or became militarized sites 

of resource extraction and capital accumulation in the post-conflict period (Krznaric 1997). 

Where the Guatemalan state failed to make space available for victims of mass displacement to 

seek land restitution and return, it became incumbent upon organized community movements to 

force their way into the political transition and the post-conflict landscape on their own. 

One such group that was able to leverage its history of self-governance under incredibly 

repressive circumstances into a broader political struggle that directly sought land restitution 

under the auspices of Guatemala’s peace process is the ‘Communities of Population in 

Resistance of the Sierra’ (‘Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la Sierra’; CPR–Sierra). 

During military’s counterinsurgent occupation of the western highlands in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s, raids, massacres, bombing campaigns, arbitrary detentions, and disappearances 

became routine occurrences. Amid this atmosphere of mass violence, thousands of campesino 

communities fled the geographic region inhabited predominantly by the Ixil Maya socio-

linguistic community of Guatemala’s western highlands (a region referred to by the military as 

the ‘Ixil Triangle’ due to the roughly triangular shape of its three constituent municipios). Rather 

than seek refuge in southern Mexico as countless others had done, the communities that would 

go on to form the CPR–Sierra instead remained in Guatemala, fleeing deep into the rugged 

highlands and dense forests of the Cuchumatán Mountains. While in hiding, they continued to 
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face regular bombing raids, massacres, and wanton destruction of their crops, and were thus 

compelled to form highly organized and cohesive structures of self-governance and effective 

resource management in order to survive over 16 years in this harsh and precarious landscape. 

During this period, they assumed the title of ‘CPRs of the Sierra.’ 

As the peace process began to take shape in the early 1990s, the CPR–Sierra’s experience 

in mutual aid, self-defense, and self-governance evolved into a more expansive political platform 

centered on broader inequalities in Guatemala’s political economy and the unfulfilled obligations 

of the peace accords, with a particular focus on the unequal distribution of land. As tens of 

thousands of refugees and internally displaced persons across Guatemala and its neighbors 

organized to seek different forms of restitution and return to their homelands, the CPR’s 

experience in political organizing and mobilization proved vital to their ability to forcefully stake 

a claim to the post-conflict landscape. After the final peace accords were signed in December 

1996, CPR–Sierra delegates dealt directly with the Guatemalan government and successfully 

negotiated their peaceful relocation to the 22 resettlement communities where they find 

themselves today. Ironically, however, many community members today claim that this dispersal 

broke the geographic unity that they had while in hiding, and that it has consequently strained 

their ability to preserve the social cohesion and organizational capacity that had previously 

allowed them to both survive nearly two decades in displacement and to take their place within 

the peace process. In the absence of a holistic framework regarding land restitution for internally 

displaced persons under the Guatemalan government’s peace plan,1 the onus was on organized 

community movements of internally displaced populations like the CPR–Sierra to leverage their 

 
1 The Guatemalan government did not implement a comprehensive transitional justice framework on its own beyond 
the contents of the peace accords. Much of what would conceivably be referred to as ‘transitional justice’ in 
Guatemala during the 1990s was instead pursued by Guatemalan survivors and social organizations, often with the 
support of international aid groups and the United Nations. 
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organizational capacity into a public, unarmed struggle that would force the government to 

recognize their needs and grant them space within the political transition. 

The case of the CPR–Sierra is highly instructive because it reveals how the contours in 

the meaning of land and the terms on which it has been demanded and fought for throughout 

their political struggle evolved and adapted as the peace process attempted to engage with the 

issue of mass displacement in different ways. The failure of Guatemala’s peace accords to 

adequately respond to the issue of displacement reflected a broader strategy of governance 

rooted in the territorialization, domination, and subjugation of Indigenous space. The lack of a 

meaningful response to the problem of mass displacement has imbued the land upon which 

CPR–Sierra resettlement communities exist today with distinctly political significance. Where 

the CPR–Sierra had previously demanded land on the terms of cultural autonomy and 

subsistence, members and leaders today articulate land’s significance as the geographic basis for 

a nonviolent struggle against the hegemonic territorial project of the post-conflict Guatemalan 

state – built on a model of extraction by the enclosure and dispossession of Indigenous land and 

space – with expansive political visions centered on broader socioeconomic injustices and the 

unfulfilled commitments of the peace accords. 

Still, the conditions imposed upon the CPR–Sierra by the conflict and the resettlement 

process make such a struggle difficult, as high rates of poverty and out-migration to urban 

centers and the United States (particularly among younger community members) continue to 

restrict avenues for collective social organizing and political mobilization. This ongoing 

displacement is the most emblematic reason that community members believe that their political 

project remains unfinished today, and that their history of radical self-governance and resistance 

to military repression has prepared them to continue to wage this organized and nonviolent 
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political struggle against the Guatemalan state. More than anything else, the alternative to state 

territoriality articulated by the CPR–Sierra today is one that is no longer defined by endless 

dispossession and unremitting movement. The case underscores the value of applying a critical 

geographic lens to issues of transitional justice, land restitution, and peace negotiations by 

illustrating that the secure and long-lasting occupancy of the land that the resettlement 

communities are built on is not only the end of the CPR’s political struggle, but also represents 

the foundational means that community members and leaders believe is necessary to achieving it. 

 

Toward a critical geography of transitional justice and land restitution 

 ‘Transitional justice’ refers to a set of political, judicial, and civic measures implemented 

after periods of armed conflict, political repression, dictatorship, or social upheaval to redress 

legacies of mass atrocities and human rights violations and to prevent the recurrence of future 

violence. According to the International Center for Transitional Justice, while each transitional 

justice intervention must be sensitive to local conditions and contexts, they always feature ‘the 

recognition of the dignity of individuals, the redress and acknowledgment of violations, and the 

aim to prevent them from happening again,’ (ICTJ 2020). Discourses of transitional justice rose 

to prominence especially during the 1990s in the context of conflicts like the internal civil 

conflicts across Central America, the Yugoslav Wars, the Rwandan genocide, the end of South 

Africa’s apartheid system, and the fall of the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile. Common 

transitional justice mechanisms include criminal tribunals to prosecute perpetrators of human 

rights violations, truth and reconciliation commissions to document violations and establish 

platforms for reconciliation between perpetrators and survivors, reform of institutions such as 

courts and police, reparations programs, and land restitution initiatives. Well-documented case 
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studies include South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (instituted in 1995 to 

document human rights abuses perpetrated during apartheid), the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) to prosecute war crimes perpetrators during the 

Yugoslav Wars, Rwanda’s post-genocide gacaca system (traditional courts designed to 

implement communal justice to low-level perpetrators of crimes during the Rwandan genocide), 

and gender justice programs in Colombia and Peru aimed to overcome obstacles to women’s 

participation in the transitional justice process. 

Critical geography has made numerous important contributions to this growing field, 

building upon an extensive genealogy of engagement with questions of violence and conflict. 

Gregory (2010) comprehensively documents the wide-ranging literature in geography that 

analyzes the changing nature of violent conflict since the end of the Cold War, drawing attention 

to the differential nature of warfare between the Global North and South and the violent 

geographies engendered through the logic of the ‘war on terror.’ Hyndman (2007) examines the 

politics of ‘body counts’ narratives used in media during the Iraq War to explore the utility of 

feminist geopolitics as an analytical framing of militarized violence, also in the context of the 

war on terror. Ballvé (2012) draws from theories of territory, hegemony, and the production of 

space to analyze the role of non-statutory and paramilitary violence in modern statecraft in 

Colombia. And Koopman (2018) also uses the Colombian case to discuss the competing notions 

of peace at work during peace negotiation processes, using the concept of ‘territorial peace’ to 

understand how different interpretations of territory inform the construction of peace efforts. 

In addition to the nature of modern conflict, geographers have also begun more recently 

to critically examine the concept of transitional justice itself and the multitude of devices by 

which it is operationalized. Jeffrey (2011) employs a political geography of transitional justice 
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by focusing on the spaces of contention and deliberation that are opened up by the responses of 

civil society to various transitional justice interventions. He also draws attention to the law and 

criminal tribunals as transitional justice mechanisms, focusing on ‘court materiality’ – the 

physical space of the courtroom tribunal, its arrangement, and its architecture – as well as the 

physical and discursive construction of ‘bodies’ in law, as sites of evidence, testimony, and the 

embodiment of trauma (Jeffrey 2019; 2020). Staeheli and Hammett (2010) turn their attention 

toward civil society to analyze the fraught and often problematic politics behind the use of 

‘citizenship education’ as a form of nation-building in post-apartheid South Africa to heal 

enduring social divisions. And Marshall, Staeheli, and Čelebičić (2020) use the case of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina to explore the complicated dynamics of memory and community that arise 

when civic engagement programs such as storytelling target young people in attempting to form 

a ‘post-conflict’ political community. 

Recent scholarship has attempted to think through how transitional justice fits within 

broader responses to the issue of mass displacement (Duthie 2011). Contemporary debates in the 

field of transitional justice surrounding displacement and land restitution have largely been 

centered on how displaced persons fit as a political category within a rights-based approach to 

transitional justice. These debates generally concern the practical capability of truth and 

reconciliation processes to include victims of displacement as a ‘humanitarian category’ in need 

of short-term humanitarian aid or a ‘rights category’ with legitimate claims to more long-term, 

comprehensive interventions that incorporate reparations and property restitution (Meertens 

2010). Duthie (2011), for example, contends that restitution initiatives ‘may mean an increased 

focus on the displaced as victims of serious and/or gross violations of human rights,’ (246). 

These debates may also push broader narratives about the suitability of retributive and restorative 
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justice approaches in transitional contexts ‘into the realm of distributive justice, raising the 

question of whether these realms ought to be treated separately or not,’ (García-Godos 2010: 

138). 

 In Guatemala, a number of transitional justice measures during the peace process, 

attempted, at least in part, to address the issue of displacement. At the same time, however, a 

comprehensive and holistic remedy for property restitution across all categories of displaced 

persons was never implemented. Instead, vague guidelines around the execution of these efforts, 

as well as the persistence of extreme inequality and poverty today, ‘reflect the incomplete nature 

of the political transition in Guatemala,’ (Williams 2007: 43). Calls have grown recently among 

scholars and practitioners in the field for more inclusive, rights-sensitive, and holistic approaches 

to seek redress for victims of displacement. However, discussions of how displaced populations 

themselves respond when land and property restitution measures fail to recognize them and their 

needs have largely been left out of these debates. 

Post-conflict transitions are often moments where political space is substantially 

reconfigured, uncovering new terrain over which a variety of actors may jockey for political 

authority and claims to institutions. An analysis of how members and leaders of the CPR–Sierra 

have responded to these reconfigurations, as well as wider currents in global political economy, 

reveals critical changes in the manifestation of the Guatemalan state’s territorial logic over time. 

During the Guatemalan internal conflict, steeped in the global geopolitics of the Cold War, this 

logic was unambiguous: the brutal and violent subjugation of any sector of society perceived by 

the state to have any association with the guerrilla movement. Although the political transition 

and post-conflict years have partially obscured this territoriality behind global discourses of 

transitional justice, human rights, and cultural pluralism, the ongoing logic of extraction and 
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displacement, as well as intense contestation over recognition of communal land rights, reveal 

the very well-defined limits of these discourses.2 As an organization and movement whose 

existence has been historically predicated on resistance to the state and its territorialization of 

their land, the CPR–Sierra case demonstrates how long-marginalized populations can wield the 

limited tools and methods at their disposal to mobilize political support to negotiate meaningful 

provisions for return and land restitution where conventional transitional justice approaches 

would otherwise be unlikely to do so. In so doing, the case speaks to contemporary academic 

debates in geography around territory and territoriality. 

In many ways, the CPR–Sierra case collapses the distinction between notions of territory 

as bounded space inscribed with social meaning and those of territory as a singular ‘state’ space. 

In one of the most succinct summations of the former view, Cowen and Gilbert define territory 

in the following terms: 

  

‘Territory’ is a term that is often used interchangeably with land or space, but it 

connotes something more precise. Territory is land or space that has had something 

done to it – it has been acted upon. Territory is land that has been identified and 

claimed by a person or people … It is a bounded space which there is a compulsion 

to defend and secure – to claim a particular kind of sovereignty – against 

infringements by others who are perceived not to belong.  

(Cowen and Gilbert 2008: 16) 

  

 
2 The first major constitutional referendum after the peace accords took place in 1999 over the question of 
Indigenous social and cultural rights and whether or not Guatemala would be constitutionally recast as a 
‘multicultural, ethnically plural, multilingual state.’ The referendum was defeated 53 percent to 47 percent, with 18 
percent voter turnout (Warren 2003). 
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In this regard, many scholars have drawn attention to various ways in which Indigenous 

communities and movements for political, economic, and cultural rights produce territory by 

ascribing social or political significance to physical space and wielding the different technical 

devices and methods at their disposal to act in its defense (Bobrow-Strain 2005; Wolford 2004; 

Ybarra 2011). Each of these cases center the experiences of subaltern communities and 

movements to reveal how territory is produced when physical space is ascribed social-political or 

symbolic significance. However, other scholars have argued that, because all forms of space that 

are of interest to human geography involve the inscription of social meaning onto physical space, 

additional distinctions are needed to differentiate territory (Del Biaggio 2015). 

Instead, recent analyses have drawn attention to the intimate relationship between the 

state and territory, focusing on territory’s ‘effect’ and the networked relations and socio-

technical practices that bring it into being (Painter 2010). Territory has been said to form ‘the 

geographical link between states and nations,’ and is even a ‘necessary condition of possibility 

for the nation-state to come into being’ (Taylor 1995: 3; Wainwright 2008: 21). Bryan (2012), 

for example, describes Latin America’s ‘territorial turn’ as the somewhat recent trend toward 

state recognition of communal land claims by Indigenous and Afro-descended communities. 

Other scholars, however, have more recently advocated for a rethinking of territory that shifts 

focus to the multiplicity of actors that make claims to and in fact ‘produce’ territory entirely 

beyond the scope of states. This ‘territory-effect’ becomes a site of contentious, fraught, and 

often violent political contestation where networks of actors and technical devices alike operate 

across scales to produce different forms of ‘governable space’ (Watts 2003). 

Understanding territory as ‘governable space’ to contextualize the CPR–Sierra case is 

practical in its capacity to weave together these currents in geographic debates about territory 
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because: 1) their forced displacement, organized resistance, and subsequent resettlement by the 

state reveal different configurations of state territoriality; 2) community members have 

constructed new imaginaries around land and space in their resettlements; and 3) these 

imaginaries inform the ways that CPR members act in their defense. Watts (2003) argues that 

territorialization is a multidimensional process whereby different forms of social thought and 

discursive practices attach themselves to bodies and physical space to produce governable spaces 

with their own distinct topologies. While states constitute one of the foremost claims to territory, 

governance itself can be more broadly understood as ‘the structure or patterns of relations 

between various political actors’ produced by ‘the self organizing networks that arise out of the 

interactions between a variety of organizations and associations,’ (Watts 2003: 12; Rose 1999: 

17). The CPR case demonstrates why the lack of a coherent transitional justice framework by the 

Guatemalan government – and particularly its failure to apply comprehensive and inclusive 

property restitution to masses of Indigenous IDPs – had the territory-effect of locally 

constraining movements for return and land restitution like the CPR–Sierra to disaggregated 

resettlement communities spread far across the country. 

At the same time, the CPR–Sierra represent populations whose very existence has been 

predicated on resistance to the state and whose political participation historically took place 

beyond the confines of state-controlled territory. As the public declarations from the CPR–

Sierra’s 23rd (2013) and 24th (2014) General Assemblies both state: 

 

As CPR of the Sierra we developed our own forms of self-governance, we 

organized the life of our communities without the presence of the Guatemalan State 

[emphasis added], we operated from the beginning with the full participation of all, 
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we developed our own economy and for this example of dignity, rebellion and 

resistance, the army persecuted us for 16 years. 

(Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la Sierra 2013; 2014) 

 

Understanding the ‘territory-effect’ in the CPR–Sierra therefore demands situating them within 

an analysis of territory that, as Ballvé (2012) writes, ‘goes beyond the ‘simple’ routinization of 

state functions,’ and that is ‘situated within the often-contradictory imperatives of capitalist 

development and the making of governable space. … [territory] becomes a medium for the 

consolidation of military, material and ideological bulwarks against insurgents and ‘potential’ 

insurgents,’ (604). Bryan’s (2012) conception of Latin America’s ‘territorial turn’ provides a 

useful framework for contextualizing this dynamic. The neoliberal economic model, obscured in 

part behind discourses of transitional justice and cultural pluralism, exerts continuous efforts to 

territorialize Indigenous space by ‘rationalizing land tenure, reducing the potential for chaos and 

conflict and locking the community into a mindset that makes it more difficult for expansive 

political alternatives to emerge,’ (Hale 2005: 18). 

The resettlement and land reallocation programs that the CPR–Sierra underwent took 

place against the backdrop of the dramatic decentralization and neoliberalization of the 

Guatemalan economy in the 1990s (Hale 2002; Green 2011; Granovsky-Larsen 2017; Vogt 

2018). Scholars have posited that neoliberal economic doctrine was itself ‘written into’ the peace 

accords in many ways. For example, the 1996 ‘Agreement on Social and Economic Aspects and 

the Agrarian Situation’ of the peace accords, which was designed to ameliorate the stark 

economic and land inequalities that were driving force behind the guerrilla insurgency, 

championed the World Bank’s ‘land administration’ approach of market-led agrarian 
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development through the provision of loans for campesinos to purchase land and to regularize 

property relations, at the expense of comprehensive land redistribution (Granovsky-Larsen 2017; 

Ybarra 2009). CPR–Sierra communities that were resettled under the narrow, market-oriented 

logic of the land administration project today exist as enclave communities within wider 

geographies of accumulation, resource extraction, and agricultural capital that are ever more 

deeply entangled within broader currents in globalization, trade policy, commodity flows, and 

price shocks. A critical geographic focus on territory and the multiplicity of networks and scales 

across which it operates thus provides key insights into how the Guatemalan government’s 

response to the problem of mass displacement not only failed to ameliorate the stark disparities 

in the distribution of land that were largely the reason for its protracted internal conflict, but in 

fact deepened them. For future transitional justice interventions to meaningfully address the 

social, political, and geographic marginalization resulting from mass displacement demands 

directing attention to the manifold ways in which victims of displacement articulate counter-

territorialities that can mobilize the necessary political support to seek redress when transitional 

justice protocols fail to recognize their needs. 

 

Methods 

To engage with these questions, this research positions itself within the methodological 

approach in post-conflict settings referred to by Rooney and Ní Aoláin (2018) as ‘from the 

margins’ fieldwork. To maintain sensitivity to the risks and nuances of carrying out ethnographic 

fieldwork in post-conflict and transitional societies, research surrounding ‘from the margins’ 

transitional justice focuses on the everyday, embedded, and collective resistance practiced by 

those most directly affected by the violent repression and human rights violations carried out 
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during periods of armed conflict. This approach also demands special attention to the exercises 

of agency by those assumed to be voiceless or powerless and to therefore be particularly 

sensitive to positionality and the ways that ethnography often presumes to speak on their behalf 

(Crosby and Lykes 2019). The CPR–Sierra were the subject of considerable academic interest 

during the later years of the conflict and peace process, much of which was informed by primary 

documentation by solidarity and accompaniment visits by journalists, researchers, and human 

rights advocates. However, substantially less has been written in the post-conflict period, even 

though most members of the CPR today express the conviction that their struggle did not end 

when they left the Sierra, and that it carries on to this day. In terms of methodology, therefore, 

the objective of this research was to make the case for greater inclusion in transitional justice 

debates and practice for land restitution to displaced populations as a form of reparations by 

centering the perspectives of displaced persons themselves. 

Hale’s (2006) conceptualization of ‘activist research,’ wherein researchers ‘affirm 

political alignment with an organized group of people in struggle and allow dialogue with them 

to shape each phase of the process, from conception of the research topic to data collection to 

verification and dissemination of the results,’ (97) can be a useful approach to mediate the often 

contradictory imperatives between organized struggles and academics conducting fieldwork in 

post-conflict settings. The activist research framework can also help bridge the intellectual and 

political currents at work within these debates, positioning the researcher as something of a 

mediator between the commitments of organized struggles and the academy. As Lawther, 

Killean, and Dempster (2019) note, ‘the mutual impact of identity between researcher and 

respondent matters because the data may vary from an interview where the respondent assumes 

the researcher is on their ‘side,’ to one where the researcher is assumed to be from an opposing 
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group,’ (395). By not shying away from issues of political alignment, this research seeks to 

center the perspectives of survivors of mass displacement like the CPR–Sierra in debates about 

transitional justice and land restitution with a critical geographic focus on the workings of 

territory in order to identify continuity in the configurations of political-economic hegemony that 

are reshaped between pre- and post-conflict settings. Tensions and contradictions can arise 

within the dual commitments inherent to the activist research approach, but more than anything 

else, the task of activist research is to occupy of a space of reciprocity between these 

commitments that seeks to broaden 

horizons both intellectual and 

political. 

The bulk of this research was 

carried out in summer 2019 in two 

CPR–Sierra resettlement 

communities: El Tesoro Nueva 

Esperanza (‘Tesorito’) near 

Guatemala’s southern coast and 

Unión Victoria in the south-central 

highlands [fig. 2]. Both communities 

were established in 2000 and were 

the last two ‘major’ CPR–Sierra 

communities to be resettled.3 Both 

 
3 Most of the people living in the original CPR–Sierra were resettled to one of four ‘major’ resettlement 
communities: Zona Reina, El Triunfo, Tesorito, and Unión Victoria. Some remained in the ‘remnant’ communities 
in the Sierra, and a few others opted to return to minor, rural resettlements with very little farmland near their 
homelands and origin communities in Nebaj. 

Figure 2 
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communities are also situated within spaces of agricultural export commodity production: 

Tesorito is bordered on all sides by sprawling sugar plantations, while Unión Victoria was built 

directly on a working coffee plantation. Prior to arriving in these communities, I met in-person in 

Guatemala City with Domingo Álvarez – at the time head of the CPR–Sierra’s national 

organizing committee, APCD – and Pedro Bernal, a longtime coordinator of the CPR health 

committee. I consulted with them over the prospect of carrying out fieldwork in the resettlement 

communities, the questions I was interested in, and the benefits that they hoped the research 

could provide to the communities.4 I also spent six weeks under the requirements a Foreign 

Language and Area Studies Fellowship (FLAS) studying the Ixil language, the final two of 

which took place in Nebaj, the largest city in the Ixil-speaking region. While in Nebaj, I was able 

to begin practicing the Ixil I had learned over the previous four weeks with native speakers, and I 

made visits genocide memorial sites in nearby Acul and Cocop as well. I also met with Sebastián 

Ceto, himself a former CPR–Sierra community leader, negotiator, and now the principal of a 

school in Las Flores Turanza, one of the ‘minor’ resettlement communities, to familiarize myself 

with the resettlement communities I was planning to visit and discuss the issues that they are 

dealing with today. More than anything else, however, I chose to begin the field research in 

Nebaj in order to gather histories of the region where the original constituents of the CPR came 

from in order to situate the research in place knowing that, for a significant number of 

community members today, the desire to return to the Ixil region remains. 

Prior to beginning in-person interviews with CPR–Sierra community members, I spent a 

week at the historical archives of the Center for Regional Mesoamerican Research (CIRMA) in 

 
4 Both men were in Guatemala City to meet with volunteers from the CPR Guatemala Project. I was introduced to 
my contacts in the CPR by way of the CPR Project and accompanied them on a delegation as I began to do field 
work. 
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Antigua, Guatemala. CIRMA’s collections house countless documents pertaining to the CPR–

Sierra, including self-written histories, declarations, communications, press releases, and 

transcripts of interviews and negotiations with the government, among several other records. The 

CIRMA collections were the most indispensable resource I had access to prior to entering CPR 

communities to speak directly with people, and they offered me ample context, depth, and detail 

about the history of the CPR–Sierra prior to their resettlement. I purchased copies of a few of 

these items and brought them with me into the resettlement communities with the intention of 

asking respondents to reflect on the language in documents produced before resettlement and 

compare it to the terms they used to discuss the struggle today. The two most important of these 

items were the original declaration of the first General Assembly of the CPR (1991) and the 

proposal for the definitive resettlement of the CPR–Sierra (1996). As significant as the CIRMA 

documents were, however, collections from the period after resettlement began in 1998 were 

essentially nonexistent, underscoring the need for further engagement and historical 

documentation of the CPR–Sierra in the post-resettlement period. 

I arrived in the communities with an accompaniment group of volunteers from the CPR 

Guatemala Project, a non-profit organization based in Tucson, Arizona that organizes yearly 

delegations into CPR communities to provide basic medical evaluations, assess local needs, and 

record testimonies. Upon arriving in each community, the other project volunteers and I would 

introduce ourselves to the local leadership and development committee (COCODE), at which 

point I would explain my reasons for coming and my desire to speak with willing participants 

about issues that they felt were important or worth discussing. The thrust of my research 

questions consisted of analyzing how CPR members have articulated their political struggle over 

time, how it has changed, and what the changes of this articulation can reveal about the territorial 
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logic of the Guatemalan state with respect to its management of displaced populations. During 

these meetings, therefore, I emphasized my desire to speak with former community leaders, 

delegates, and negotiators, and solicited the assistance of the committee in using a snowball 

sampling method to recruit them.5 

In total, the research consisted of six full weeks of intensive, full-time Ixil language 

study, one week of preparation and consultation, one week of archival research, two weeks of in-

person field work, and about one more week of follow-up interviews with the health team at the 

APCD headquarters in Guatemala City. By the end of this period, I had recorded interviews with 

seven individuals, all of whom are residents of Unión Victoria, including a long-time member of 

the national organization’s health committee, a man who had testified in the genocide trials, two 

former community leaders, two community members who had relocated to Unión Victoria from 

other resettlement communities, and a woman who was the sole survivor of her family’s exodus 

from Nebaj in 1982. All seven of these participants were old enough to have experienced both 

the displacement and resettlement (and in two cases further movement between resettlements). 

Six of the seven were ethnically Ixil originating from villages near Nebaj, while one was 

ethnically K’iche’.6 To protect the identities of respondents and maintain the anonymity I 

guaranteed them, I refer to them and the quotes they provided using pseudonyms. 

In addition to semi-structured, recorded interviews, I had a number of open-ended 

conversations with members of my host family and other community members and while 

conducting walking ethnographies of Unión Victoria, the mosaic of coffee plantations and 

 
5 Volunteer activities with the CPR Project that I was party to, assisting the health team in various ways such as 
mobile check-ups and house calls, proved to be advantageous opportunities to recruit potential respondents. 
6 Interview samples were intended to reflect the ethnic diversity of the community which, according to my 
respondents, was about 95% Ixil and about 5% K’iche’, in addition to some Kaqchikel families from surrounding 
communities who moved in after the resettlement. 
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farmland surrounding the community, and the vast natural landscape that encompasses both. 

These conversations, generally taking place outdoors and on foot, dealt less with the CPR–Sierra 

and its history and focused more on the pressures placed on the community and its neighbors by 

the demands of the coffee economy and plantation owners, as well as the harsh the physical 

geography and climate that complicate the ability to cultivate traditional crops. I also participated 

in two larger ‘focus group’ style discussions. One was held in Tesorito, facilitated by a former 

community leader and lead negotiator with the government, which focused on the CPR’s present 

struggle and current challenges they are facing. The second took place in Unión Victoria with the 

women’s leadership council, which focused on economic development initiatives that women in 

the community were organizing. Both resettlement communities (but Unión Victoria especially) 

were compelling sites to conduct field work precisely because their unique geographies bring 

questions of how cultural autonomy becomes entangled in wider structures of globalization and 

political economy to the fore. Their distinct, local challenges – situated within wider geographies 

of accumulation and agrarian capital – present unique opportunities for social science research to 

peer into the contentious arena of land struggles.  

 

Military territorialization and a genealogy of resistance 

The late 1970s were a period of significant political mobilization by Guatemala’s 

Indigenous majority, extending far beyond the armed guerrilla insurgency into a mass popular 

struggle that drew nonviolent activists into the rural labor movement and organized campesino 

struggles (Grandin 1997). In response to this perceived subversion of its authority, the state 

initiated a phase of intensified military occupation of the country’s western highlands, ushering 

in a period of violent counterinsurgency by the Armed Forces to neutralize the rural guerrilla 
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and bring the western highlands back under military state’s control. What had been previously 

characterized by relatively low-intensity and asymmetric skirmishes was suddenly blown open 

into a full-scale civil conflict. By the early 1980s, the Guatemalan Armed Forces – with the 

ideological, logistical and financial backing of the United States – had begun a brutal ‘scorched-

earth’ (‘tierra arrasada’) campaign of state terror in the rural and predominantly Maya-inhabited 

western highlands. Its objective was to sever the guerrillas’ supposed base of Indigenous civilian 

support, neutralize the armed factions, brutalize any segment of the population perceived by the 

state to be at all associated with the guerrilla, and develop the infrastructure for a sustained 

territorial occupation of the region (AVANCSO 1990; Gurriarán 1989). The scorched-earth 

campaign left an estimated 200,000 victims and 1.5 million displaced persons in its wake, the 

vast majority of whom were Mayan campesinos (Falla 1994). Though the official strategy was to 

displace the guerrillas from their ostensible base of popular support, the fact that essentially all 

of the victims came from rural Indigenous communities led Guatemala’s post-war truth and 

reconciliation commission, the ‘Historical Clarification Commission’ (CEH), to conclude in its 

report that the Guatemalan state had perpetrated genocide against the Maya population at large 

(CEH 1999). 

The scorched-earth campaign of the 1970s and 1980s was a multidimensional process of 

the violent territorialization of Indigenous space. The military’s objective was to create a ‘no 

man’s land’ intended to forcibly displace or eliminate local populations believed by the state to 

be supporting the guerrilla (Huet 2008; Ybarra 2011). The most salient form this process took 

was in the construction of military bases and outposts in western highlands regions, which served 

as the stations from which the systematic destruction of Mayan highland communities was 
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carried out.7 In addition to the construction of military detachments, this process involved the 

creation of ‘development poles’ (‘polos de desarrollo’), regions under military occupation in 

which forcibly displaced and evacuated Indigenous civilians were resettled in ‘model villages’ 

(‘aldeas modelo’). Model villages were constantly subject to the strict control and surveillance of 

the Armed Forces in order to foreclose the possibility of social organizing by the villagers or any 

contact with guerrillas on the outside. Many were also forcibly recruited into paramilitary 

‘Civilian Self-Defense Patrols’ (PACs) that carried out counterinsurgent violence under the 

coercive supervision of the Army. 

The scorched-earth campaign 

included massacres, mass captures, 

confinement in model villages 

alongside anti-communist ideological 

re-education, relocation to 

development poles, and ‘civic action’ 

programs that offered minimal social 

welfare to campesinos who willingly 

surrendered and death to those who 

did not. One exposé published during 

this phase specifically described the 

relocation and forced concentration 

of the population in a militarized 

model regime as an effort designed 

 
7 The CEH report indicates that the Ixil region was at the epicenter of this violence, estimating that between 70% 
and 90% of villages in the Ixil region were destroyed and that 60% of the population was forced to flee (CEH 1999). 

Figure 3 
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to ‘reorganize the territory and the human mass based on [the military’s] counterinsurgency 

struggle,’ (Iglesia de Guatemala en el Exilio 1990: 2). This campaign of militarized villagization 

and the territoriality it produced resulted in the spatial dichotomization of categories of 

Indigenous citizenship: ‘Sanctioned Maya’ who surrendered to the military’s campaign of terror 

to be forcibly relocated into development poles, and ‘Suspect Maya’ who fled the terror (Ybarra 

2011).  

It was in this context of violent territoriality that the CPR–Sierra was born. Most, though 

not all, of its constituent members were uprooted from the hamlets in the Ixil region of the 

department of El Quiché. By the end of 1982, an estimated 17,000 people had fled into the 

rugged and remote terrain of the Cuchumatán Mountains in the municipio of Chajul (Quispe 

2017). Their decision to escape was largely informed by their refusal to be made ‘Sanctioned 

Maya’ citizens by ‘[refusing] to participate in Army-run civil defense patrols (PACs) or 

collaborate in any way with the Army counterinsurgency plan,’ (EPICA and CHRLA 1993: 

144). Under the cover of night and dense forests, thousands arrived in the three remote 

communities of the Ixil Sierra that would become the constituent communities of the CPR–

Sierra: Cabá, Santa Clara, and Xeputul [fig. 3].8 These sparsely populated hamlets were located 

far from roads, cities and, most importantly, military outposts. Though gradual, their arrival in 

the area was chaotic, coming on the heels of a violent exodus and persecution by the Army. 

Pablo, a resident of Unión Victoria who later testified in the 2013 genocide trials, described their 

arrival: 

 

 
8 Years after the conflict, the Ixil Sierra would become the site of landmark genocide trials against former military 
commanders and intelligence chiefs and in 2013 and 2018. 
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I was in Amakchel [in ’82] when … some 300 or 400 people arrived. What were 

we supposed to do we do if we all stayed there? So, we all left, we would have to 

work together ... We started to discuss, what can we do? … If the helicopter came, 

it drops bombs on us and kills everyone. What we can do is divide ourselves up. 

One group here, one group over there, another group over there … now if the 

helicopter comes, no problem because we’re all under the mountain.9 

 

In order to survive in this new landscape, organized and cohesive structures of self-

governance and effective resource management quickly became essential. Their first forays in 

organized and democratic self-governance came through early attempts to improve coordination 

between the three constituent regions of the CPR–Sierra. Describing the process of forming these 

constituent committees, Julio, another resident of Unión Victoria and a former community leader 

prior to the resettlement process, recounted:  

 

We arrived in that area and divided ourselves up. … That’s when we decided to 

prioritize our organization because, what were we supposed to do? … That’s why 

we formed the Regional Committee. Then each region would have its own Local 

Committee that would be part of the Regional Committee.10 

 

Beginning in December 1983, each community elected a Local Committee, which together 

comprised the Regional Committee to represent their respective community’s needs. The 

Regional Committee and the Local Committees of each respective community oversaw the 

 
9 Pablo, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
10 Julio, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
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coordination and delegation of different community functions. Health teams were put in place to 

see to community health needs. Education committees recruited and trained teachers to ensure 

that younger members could continue their education. Nutrition committees sought new ways to 

covertly produce and gather wild foods as their crops were routinely being destroyed. And 

vigilance committees were tasked with keeping lookout for military advances into the region and 

developing systems to alert the communities of its encroachment. In 1984, they officially named 

themselves the ‘Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la Sierra’ (CPR–Sierra).11 

Despite the advances in community organizing and self-governance they developed in the 

early years of resistance, the military’s violent counterinsurgency continued apace. With the rural 

guerrilla effectively neutralized following the scorched-earth period, the first model villages 

were built in the Ixil region to begin to ‘pacify’ the area formerly under the control of the 

guerrilla. The state’s territorial project outwardly projected a Guatemalan society that had 

proven, through violent military incursions into the Indigenous hinterlands, that it had 

categorically rejected communist ideology, political subversion, and guerrilla insurrection. It 

therefore would not abide the continued presence of internally displaced, self-governing Maya 

communities that openly resisted the military state through organized, democratic, and 

nonviolent resistance beyond its reach. Continued attempts were made to bring them to heel, 

most notably through the imposition of a military siege around the highland region where they 

had been living that prevented any movement of people, goods or commerce into or out of the 

CPRs. And even though the country had nominally returned to civilian rule in 1985, another 

 
11 Around the same time, another group of mostly Q’eqchi’ Maya campesinos from the Ixcán lowlands north of the 
Cuchumatanes also began forming self-governing communities to survive political isolation and military repression, 
taking on the name CPR–Ixcán (or CPR–Selva). The CPRs of the Sierra and Ixcán would eventually begin 
coordinating their struggles toward the end of the conflict. A third group CPR communities also emerged in the 
densely forested northern department of Petén (CPR–Petén). 
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massive military offensive (‘Operación Fin de Año’) which aimed to break the resolve of all 

remaining holdouts and forcibly relocate them was carried out in 1987 and 1988. Though the toll 

on the CPR–Sierra was heavy, it was to no avail, and they successfully continued to resist 

attempts to ‘pacify’ and resettle them in development poles and model villages. The relentless 

persecution suffered by the CPR–Sierra throughout this period was a direct response to their 

refusal to conform to the military state’s violent configurations of territory, but the effort to 

render the CPR a ‘no man’s land’ of governable state space was largely unsuccessful. 

 

Restitution and resettlement in the Guatemalan context 

Numerous obstacles both practical and political impeded the ability of different actors in 

Guatemala to effectively respond to the specific concerns of displaced populations and their 

often contradictory political and geographic interests. The forced removal of the CPR–Sierra and 

other Indigenous communities displaced from the western highlands, however, was not a 

collateral side effect of the conflict; it was the military state’s policy. As a result, conflicting 

imperatives often arose during the peace process as some of the same persons and statutory 

institutions tasked with overseeing the implementation of different components of the peace 

accords had also been implicated in high crimes and human rights abuses. Nonetheless, a number 

of measures involving land and property restitution were implemented in Guatemala during the 

peace process to attempt, at least in part, to respond to the issue of mass displacement.  

Restitution initiatives are intended to provide a means for victims of displacement to 

recover lost property and land and to return to their place of origin prior to their forced removal. 

Unsurprisingly, they have become some of the most common demands made by victims of 
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displacement and forced migration (García-Godos 2010). Indeed, the principal demand 

expressed by the CPR–Sierra in their ‘Declaration of the First General Assembly’ in 1990 was: 

  

That the Government recognize the right we have to return freely to our homelands, 

from which we were displaced. That it allow us to return to our villages and towns, 

reunite with our families, neighbors and communities and to participate freely in 

life and national development. 

(Comisión Coordinadora de las Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la 

Sierra 1990) 

  

The concept of restitution has become an increasingly important component of transitional 

justice since the UN General Assembly adopted the ‘Basic Principles and Guidelines on the 

Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Gross Violations of International Human 

Rights Law and Serious Violations of International Humanitarian Law’ in 2006. The resolution 

maintains, ‘Restitution should, whenever possible, restore the victim to the original situation 

before the gross violations of international human rights law or serious violations of international 

humanitarian law occurred,’ including return to one’s place of residence and restoration of 

employment and property (A/RES/60/147 2006: IX). One of the most important peace 

agreements in Guatemala, the 1994 ‘Agreement on Resettlement of the Population Groups 

Uprooted by the Armed Conflict,’ expanded the categories of victims of displacement to include: 

  

all persons who have been uprooted for reasons connected with the armed conflict, 

whether they live within or outside Guatemala and shall include, in particular, 
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refugees, returnees and internally displaced persons, either dispersed or in groups, 

including popular resistance groups. 

(A/48/954 1994) 

 

Furthermore, the Resettlement Agreement defined resettlement as:  

 

the legal process of return of uprooted population groups and individuals to their 

place of origin or another place of their choice in Guatemalan territory and their 

relocation and integration therein, in accordance with the Political Constitution of 

the Republic of Guatemala. 

(A/48/954 1994) 

  

Despite these significant attempts to recognize and redress the gross human rights abuses 

suffered by the countless displaced persons in Guatemala, when the final peace accords were 

eventually signed in 1996, the CPR–Sierra were among the thousands of communities that still 

found themselves displaced. 

In 1987, representatives of Central America’s governments had convened in Esquipulas, 

Guatemala to negotiate an end to their internal conflicts and develop regional frameworks for 

post-conflict peace and development. After this agreement (‘Esquipulas II’) was signed, several 

refugee communities in Guatemala’s neighboring countries were able to begin mobilizing the 

support of international refugee aid organizations to pressure the government to begin a process 

of free, voluntary repatriation and accompaniment. Even though the internal conflict was 

ongoing, a repatriation agreement with Guatemala’s emergent civilian government was signed in 
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October 1992 that allowed for ‘voluntary collective returns, accompaniment of the returns, free 

association and organization of the returnees, freedom of movement in the country, the right to 

life and personal security and access to land,’ (Krznaric 1997: 61). Consequently, large numbers 

of refugees began repatriating to Guatemala in the mid-1990s as the government purchased tracts 

of land in the western highlands and the department of El Quiché, including vacated Ixil lands, 

for prospective returnees to occupy and settle. IDPs, however, generally found greater difficulty 

returning to their homelands due to the ongoing security situation. In spite of the commitments 

outlined by ‘Esquipulas II’ on voluntary repatriation, the state’s continued perception of IDPs’ 

association with the guerrilla and the enduring militarization of their homelands continued to 

complicate the return of CPR–Sierra communities (EPICA and CHRLA 1993). 

Numerous issues very quickly arose over the course of the peace negotiations as these 

prospective returnees began to stake restitution claims to the lands and property from which they 

had been dispossessed during the internal conflict. Among these were the lack of specific 

guidelines outlining precedence in land disputes between returnees and new occupants, the 

reliance on state authorities – many of whom were themselves implicated in high crimes and 

human rights violations – for their implementation, and the fact that language allowing 

expropriation of land from large landowners as a mechanism of enforcement was intentionally 

left out of the 1994 ‘Repatriation Agreement,’ (Williams 2007). The transition to a ‘post-

conflict’ state thus provided an opportunity for the military high command and economic elite to 

reconsolidate their power by shifting ‘from a counterinsurgent state emphasizing the interests of 

the local agrarian and military elite within the international context of the cold war to a 

neoliberal state in which the domestic elite has repositioned itself in line with economic 

globalization,’ (Granovsky-Larsen 2017: 54). Though Guatemala’s economic and military elite 
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made modest concessions during this process, the unequal land distribution regime was left in 

place through the political transition. Guatemala in the ‘post-conflict’ period is increasingly 

characterized by the unfettered movement and accumulation of transnational capital from 

militarized sites of rapacious natural resource extraction where counterinsurgent violence 

continues to exert harsh punishment against those who resist its deleterious effects on human 

rights and the environment. Years after the political transition, the territorial logic of the 

Guatemalan state remains one steeped in a profoundly unequal matrix of land distribution that 

renders rural, Indigenous populations to the precarious political and geographic margins of 

society. 

Several provisions of the peace accords remain unfulfilled today, but perhaps none more 

explicitly reflect the transition’s shortcomings than its failure to substantively address the stark 

land inequalities that had largely been the reason for the guerrilla uprising. As Fernando, a 

longtime member of the CPR’s health team, more succinctly put it, ‘The government signed the 

peace accords and then threw them in the trash.’12 More importantly, this widespread idea is 

backed by an abiding belief that, because it is by design that the peace accords remain 

incomplete, the only means of achieving their fulfillment is through organized and concerted 

political action. But while the CPR’s capacity for effective political organizing would eventually 

force the government to recognize their displacement and provide avenues for its partial 

remediation, the vast majority of Guatemala’s IDPs lacked any such possibilities, leaving many 

in a state of dislocation. The case thus also underscores the need for clear guidelines and 

mechanisms of accountability and enforcement in future restitution programs to ensure 

 
12 Fernando, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
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recognition both of the land claims of long-displaced communities seeking the right of return, as 

well as for the internal political cohesion of communities seeking to obtain and maintain land. 

 

Seeking space in the transition 

Having lived in hiding under a brutal military siege for over ten years, most people in 

Guatemala and around the world remained completely unaware that CPR communities existed in 

the Sierra and Ixcán when peace negotiations between the government and guerrilla factions 

began in the early 1990s.13 Therefore, in order to leverage their organizational capacity into a 

public, unarmed struggle that would force the government to recognize their needs and grant 

them space within the transitional process, it was necessary to first make their existence known 

to the wider public. In order to do this, the CPR–Sierra began organizing various actions 

designed to force the government to give them a seat at the negotiating table. In March 1990, 

representatives of CPR–Sierra communities gathered for their first ever General Assembly to 

begin discussing how to mobilize politically in pursuit of this goal. Following a long process of 

consultation and popular referendum, they made the decision to publicly announce their 

existence to the Guatemalan public. Taking out ads in national newspapers, they affirmed: 

 

We declare that the reasons for our resistance are: the struggle for our lives and for 

our rights against the invasion and occupation by the military of our lands, villages 

and towns; to no longer be subjected to the rule of civilian patrols and model 

villages that the military has imposed by force upon our peoples; to end the 

 
13 In 1982, many guerrilla factions had formed a loosely organized ‘umbrella’ coalition called Unidad 
Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG). When peace talks began with the government in the 1990s, 
URNG represented these factions at large. URNG today has become legally integrated as a political party. 
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repression by the military against our population and that the government and the 

military respect the human rights of our peoples. 

(Comisión Coordinadora de las Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la 

Sierra 1990) 

 

Once they came into public light, the CPR–Sierra began organizing to force the 

Guatemalan government to recognize their status as unarmed civilians, allow international 

accompaniers and observers to provide desperately needed humanitarian aid, and begin to offer 

support for their efforts to negotiate the right to return, just as ‘Esquipulas II’ had allowed for 

refugee communities three years prior. Between 1990 and 1993, CPR–Sierra leaders continued to 

organize an increasingly public series of actions that sought to effectively occupy the very 

limited spaces afforded to them by the military state’s violent territorial project and reorient their 

struggle around them [fig. 1, p. 6]. The many organized actions they undertook eventually 

culminated in an invitation in October 1993 by Guatemala’s president Ramiro De León Carpio to 

begin negotiations on the CPR’s resettlement and reintegration into Guatemalan society. In their 

official proposal to the government, the CPRs of the Sierra and Ixcán jointly sought to discuss 

the issues of land restitution, continued verification their status as civilian populations, and the 

cessation of militarized villagization and PACs (Comunidades de Polación en Resistencia de la 

Sierra y del Ixcán 1993). They joined these efforts with an organization of campesinos in Chajul 

known as the ‘Pro-Land Committees of Chajul’ (‘Comités Pro-Tierra Chajul’).14 Combined, 

their goals were also to ensure that the land needs of the rural communities that had been 

indirectly displaced by the sudden influx of IDPs in the Chajul Sierra did not go unrecognized. 

 
14 The Comités Pro-Tierra represented the communities in and around Chajul who owned the lands that were 
occupied in the early 1980s by the IDPs that would eventually constitute the CPR–Sierra. 
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In spite of the government’s stated commitments in the ‘Resettlement Agreement’ and 

the ongoing negotiations, however, members of the CPR would not be able to begin voluntarily 

returning until 1997, years after the resettlement agreement had already allowed other refugees to 

begin the process (EPICA and CHRLA 1993). As they would find, their departures and their 

perceived association with the guerrilla had prompted the military to deem their homelands in 

the Ixil region ‘voluntarily abandoned,’ providing the justification for them to become the sites 

of model villages and development poles, procured by the government to resettle returning 

refugees, or put up for sale to new settlers and landowners. Julio recalled the sense of coming to 

this realization:  

 

We said, ‘We need to be able to return’ but where were we supposed to return to? 

In my case, my land had been occupied, now it has a new owner… it would be 

better to negotiate with the government for a parcel of land that we can all move to 

together.15 

 

Pablo’s land had also been expropriated following his family’s displacement during the conflict, 

as he similarly recounted: 

 

[the military] gave the order for people to occupy our land ‘because all of them are 

dead.’ That’s what they were saying. But when we came into public light, what 

could we do if there were people on my land? We weren’t going to fight people 

 
15 Julio, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
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again because it isn’t their fault – it’s the military’s fault. … And so we couldn’t 

fight. Better to find a finca for all of us …16 

 

Fernando described how he viewed the right to return to their homelands near Nebaj not only 

based on the principles outlined in the peace agreements, but because these lands had taken on 

additional symbolic significance due to the scale of loss that had taken place on them: 

 

When we were massacred on our sacred land [‘santa tierra’] we said, ‘That’s where 

we’ll go live.’ Because our martyrs gave it their blood when they fell. So we said 

we’ll go to our land. But then what happened? … If we come back to Nebaj, 

problems with our relatives, our neighbors, our very same brothers and fathers who 

had to sell our land. So that was that.17 

 

Declarations coming out of the CPR assemblies prior to this realization explicitly 

demanded the right of return to their homelands. The ‘Public Declaration of the First General 

Assembly,’ for example, asserted, ‘We declare ... our longing and desire to return to our places 

of origin and provenance, as well as our firm will to continue in resistance,’ (Comisión 

Coordinadora de las Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la Sierra 1990). Once it 

became clear that return was no longer an option, however, new means of circumventing the 

built-in limits of the existing land restitution agenda became necessary. Thus, at the Seventh 

General Assembly of the CPR–Sierra, held in conjunction with Comités Pro-Tierra in April 

1996, the CPR–Sierra ratified the proposal for a ‘Definitive Resettlement’ to be presented to the 

 
16 Pablo, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
17 Fernando, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
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government. Their principal demands became the identification and provision of new land by the 

government to which all members of the CPR–Sierra could jointly resettle, with all of the costs 

of relocation borne by the government, along with reparations for the violence they endured for 

over a decade (Comisión Negociadora de las CPR de la Sierra 1996). 

This moment represented a major shift in the CPR–Sierra’s articulation of their political 

struggle and its immediate objectives, and it reveals why the CPR case is instructive with respect 

to the capacity of transitional justice to provide an avenue for land restitution in situations where 

return is unviable or unfeasible. As the peace process in Guatemala had failed to adequately 

respond to the needs of its thousands of internally displaced persons, it became incumbent on 

displaced communities to organize and force their own way into the political transition and the 

post-conflict landscape. Owing to more than 16 years of experience in community organizing, 

mutual aid, and self-governance, the CPR–Sierra were well positioned to organize the public 

actions necessary force the government to, at the very least, recognize their existence as unarmed 

civilians. Thus, when the Seventh General Assembly recognized the unviability of return and 

under the government’s present land restitution framework, they reframed their demands around 

a push for new land to which all members could collectively relocate at the government’s cost. 

In October 1996, just two months before the signing of the peace accords, the CPR–

Sierra and the Comités Pro-Tierra formally submitted the ‘Global Proposal of the CPR of the 

Sierra for their Definitive Resettlement’ to the Guatemalan government. With reference to other 

key components of the peace accords, the document declared their vision and strategy for land, 

resettlement, development, reparations, and social compensation. The principle demands they 

articulated in the proposal were: 1) a definitive resettlement (to foreclose on the possibility of any 

provisional, partial or uncertain resettlement that would risk their continued economic, social or 
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cultural displacement); 2) that efforts be made to allow them return to lands within – or at least 

close to – the Ixil region; and 3) that they all be resettled to the same geographic space in order to 

maintain the familial, communitarian, ethnic, and organizational unity that was essential to their 

survival during the years they were in hiding, and that would allow for sustained and sustainable 

development (Comisión Negociadora de las CPR de la Sierra 1996). The document grounded 

their demands in numerous references to Chapter III of the 1994 ‘Resettlement Agreement’ (the 

‘Productive Integration of Uprooted Population Groups and Development of Resettled Areas’), 

which placed the onus of identifying, purchasing, and reviewing the price, agro-ecological 

potential, and sustainability of potential resettlement territories on the government (A/48/954 

1994: Chpt. III). Having already been signed by parties representing both the government and 

URNG at the time of their negotiations, the ‘Resettlement Agreement’ provided negotiators with 

a formal basis upon which to leverage their claims to land reallocation and resettlement. 

As they prepared to undergo the resettlement process, however, CPR–Sierra communities 

soon found that their collective desire to be relocated to a parcel in the Ixil region large enough 

to accommodate their communal resettlement would not come to fruition. With as many as 

15,000 people living in the CPR–Sierra with credible claims to land reallocation under the 

provisions of the ‘Resettlement Agreement,’ the prospect of identifying a parcel of land large 

enough to accommodate all of the prospective returnees was a tall order. Much of their original 

land in the Ixil region had been taken or sold off, often by their own family members and 

neighbors who did not flee into the mountains with them. And with the resettlement and land 

restitution process opening up to prospective returnees across the country, pressure from the 

Chajul campesino communities who owned the lands on which CPR members had been hiding to 

accept whatever resettlement terms the government presented them was mounting. 
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Like other Guatemalan returnees who were unwilling or unable to pursue judicial 

remedies to establish discernible claims to their occupied lands under the ‘Resettlement 

Agreement,’ the CPR were instead presented with the option to waive the right of return and 

instead be guaranteed access to credit to purchase new land parcels identified by the government 

(Painter 1996). Under the supervision of organizations like the Organization of American States 

and the UNHCR, the purchase of these lands generally involved mediation between revolving 

government funds managed by the ‘National Fund for Land’ (FONATIERRA),18 the ‘National 

Fund for Peace’ (FONAPAZ),19 multinational lending institutions like the World Bank, and 

returnees seeking land. Four large parcels were identified that would allow for ‘major’ 

resettlement communities to be established with the agricultural potential to produce export 

crops like sugar, coffee, and oil palm that could provide a communal source of income to pay off 

the massive debts incurred by the land reallocation program. To manage the legal and 

administrative procedures related to land acquisition and management, CPR delegates voted to 

establish a non-profit organization called the Popular Campesino Association for Development 

(APCD). To maintain a semi-collective land tenure structure, APCD legally holds the titles to the 

lands on which the resettlements are built but allows community members to maintain open 

usage rights to them. Today, CPR’s national leadership manifests in the board of APCD, which 

has the legal status to represent the communities at the national level and delegates the 

management collective property titles of each respective community to their locally elected 

community development council (COCODE). Because APCD constitutes the CPR–Sierra’s 

 
18 FONATIERRA (‘Fondo Nacional para la Tierra’) was established as a source of credit for returnees to purchase 
land.  
19 FONAPAZ (‘Fondo Nacional para la Paz’) was a government fund mandated in 1991 to promote peace through 
poverty reduction and sustainable community development project in former conflict zones. 
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national leadership structure, local community leadership is represented by each community’s 

respective COCODE.20 

It was thus by way of this convoluted system of land reallocation that the CPR–Sierra 

began to undergo a slow but steady dispersal from the Sierra to the 22 resettlement communities 

where they find themselves today [fig. 2, p. 22]. Different reasons for this dispersal were 

mentioned in conversations with community members. Julio, for example, opined that a major 

reason for this dispersal was that the loans provided by FONATIERRA and FONAPAZ were 

simply insufficient to purchase a tract of land large enough to resettle the entire CPR. As he put 

it, ‘[The government] only approved [GTQ] a million and a half for us. But when it came time to 

find land for us, where were we supposed to find land for only a million? [Landowners] were all 

asking for five, six million!’21 Tomás, another resident of Unión Victoria, expressed lamentation 

at the fact that the CPR–Sierra accepted the government’s terms for a disaggregated resettlement, 

rather than continue organizing and struggling for a unified and definitive resettlement. Asked 

why they were resettled to distant communities, he replied, ‘Well, we’re the ones responsible. 

We split ourselves up.’22 Fernando meanwhile recounted the sense of gridlock that negotiators 

felt as they were presented with the option to accept small, disaggregated parcels of land 

identified by the outgoing presidential administration and the terms of their resettlement sight-

unseen, or remain in the Sierra and hold out more favorable conditions without the aid of the 

government with whom they had negotiated, with no guarantees for future land concessions.23 

Over the years, successive groups (‘bloques’) would begin leaving for the new territories across 

Guatemala as individual parcels became available. Several members left for the four ‘major’ 

 
20 APCD board members are chosen in a yearly election. 
21 Julio, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
22 Tomás, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 15 July 2019. 
23 Fernando, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 



 

 

45 

 

resettlements farther from Chajul (Tesorito, Unión Victoria, El Triunfo, and Zona Reina), some 

to smaller ‘minor’ resettlements within the Ixil region with little available farmland, while others 

remained, for various reasons, in the ‘remnant areas’ of the Chajul Sierra. As they would soon 

see, this slow but steady dispersal would place increasing strain on their capacity to politically 

organize as they had during the conflict and peace process. To many, it was geographic unity 

during these periods that allowed them to attain the concessions that the resettlement framework 

had been unwilling to provide on its own. 

 

Articulations of territory and resistance after resettlement 

The community of El Tesoro Nueva Esperanza, known colloquially as ‘Tesorito,’ is 

located in Guatemala’s ‘Boca Costa,’ the low-lying, humid Pacific coastal plain. Tesorito is 

located at the end of a long and poorly maintained dirt road, accessible only from a major 

highway. It is frequently beset by many of the problems typical of the Boca Costa, including 

extreme heat, tropical storms, and a litany of mosquito-borne pathogens. Francisco, a former 

community leader who was part of the delegation that negotiated the resettlement and now lives 

in Tesorito, wryly remarked upon noticing my struggles with the punishing heat and humidity, 

‘now you see that life on the coast is no paradise.’24 Established in 2000, this community of 

approximately 1,100 inhabitants is surrounded on all sides by sprawling sugar plantations, which 

provide a meager, seasonal source of income for residents willing to work on them. Their 

proximity to the sugar economy and its many externalities presents challenges unique to this 

CPR resettlement community. The chemical fertilizers used by plantation owners have poisoned 

the river running through the community, and pesticides sprayed from low-flying aircraft over 

 
24 Francisco, resident of Tesorito, interview by author, Patulul, Guatemala, 11 July 2019. 
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the sugarcane fields often drift into the community’s corn plots and damage them. Overuse of the 

groundwater used to irrigate nearby sugar fields frequently leaves Tesorito’s wells tapped out, 

prompting fears in the community of an eventual water availability crisis. 

Just 20 miles northeast of Tesorito lies Unión Victoria, the very last of the CPR–Sierra 

communities to be founded, and home to some 700 people. Despite its proximity, Unión 

Victoria’s physical geography is markedly different from Tesorito. It is located in the south-

central highlands, nearly 4,000 ft higher in elevation, in a region where coffee takes sugar’s place 

as the dominant export crop. Unlike Tesorito’s flat topography, Unión Victoria is built on the 

slopes of a steep canyon. Nonetheless, it is much more accessible than its counterpart, accessed 

by roads winding through the coffee country from its two nearest urban centers, Pochuta and 

Patzún. Despite its more temperate climate and accessibility, the physical geography presents its 

own unique set of challenges. The river running through the valley below is more susceptible to 

flooding, and due to its shape, the canyon periodically traps and channels intense winds that 

flatten the community’s corn milpas, destroy its outdated structures, and damage the only road 

leading through the community, frequently leaving it in a state of even deeper isolation. 

What truly separates Unión Victoria from other CPR resettlement communities, however, 

is that its residents have even less latitude to opt out of the market for agricultural export 

commodities. Whereas a fairly substantial amount of farmland is available to residents of 

Tesorito to cultivate subsistence crops like corn and beans, Unión Victoria was built directly on a 

working coffee plantation, and essentially all of the available arable land has been dedicated to 

coffee cultivation since before their arrival. Some of Unión Victoria’s residents also work in the 

neighboring coffee plantations, which are owned by wealthier finqueros, for small seasonal 
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wages.25 But because it is built on the finca itself, all of its inhabitants partake in some way in the 

coffee economy – their continued occupancy of this space depends almost entirely on each 

family’s ability to produce and harvest enough of their home coffee plots to support themselves 

and the community’s development. Unsurprisingly, their economic reliance on this abundantly 

cheap and volatile export commodity presents major challenges. 

Since their arrival in April 2000, the global price index of coffee has fluctuated 

dramatically, but has been in steady decline since peaking in 2011 (Nasdaq 2020). At a meeting 

with the women’s leadership council, they described to me the dire economic precarity that the 

dependence on coffee for community development has produced. One quintal (100 kg) of peeled 

coffee beans, they tell me, sells for about 500 GTQ (about $64 USD), but the same quantity of 

unpeeled fruits only sells for about 85 GTQ (about $11 USD). These low prices are not 

negotiated by the farmers, as their entire coffee harvest is purchased by one buyer: the national 

federation of coffee-growing cooperatives (FEDECOCAGUA). With support from the World 

Bank and USAID, FEDECOCAGUA connects small coffee farmers to global markets for 

specialty coffee through technification programs, fertilizer and pesticides, and, crucially, the 

provision of credit for smallholder farmers to purchase land for coffee production (Aguilar-Støen 

2020). Recent outbreaks of coffee rust (‘la rolla’), a fungal infection of the coffee plant’s leaves, 

have also decimated Unión Victoria and coffee producers across Central America, the vast 

majority of whom are smallholder farmers (Panhuysen & Pierrot 2018). Women on the 

leadership council described their attempts to overcome some of these challenges by beginning 

to divest Unión Victoria from coffee toward other export crops, but their requests for support 

 
25 As Fernando described to me, residents of neighboring communities are allowed to work in plantations for a 
maximum of five years before the finqueros forcibly remove them because, after five years, they can begin to 
exercise their right to remain as regular laborers, which the finqueros will not abide. 
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from the local municipio of Pochuta to treat plants infected with coffee rust and to purchase 

macadamia trees have been consistently met with frustrating intransigence. Unión Victoria’s 

intimately local challenges, it seems, are beholden to wider currents in the global coffee 

economy and local governance structures. 

The challenges imposed upon Unión Victoria by the exigencies of the coffee economy 

are not accidental. Coffee has a long and sordid history in Guatemala as the export commodity 

that brought the country into the world market system under Liberal regimes, backed by large 

and wealthy landowners, in the mid- to late-19th century. Because coffee requires a substantial – 

yet seasonal – amount of labor to cultivate, its rise as Guatemala’s dominant agricultural 

commercial export was made possible by the mass enclosure of Indigenous communal land, 

whose dispossession created a massive and underemployed reserve labor force. Not only did the 

expansion of the coffee economy more deeply integrate Guatemala into the world system of free 

trade and the division of labor under a capitalist mode of production but, more importantly, it 

also represented ‘the first instance in Guatemala of the penetration of commercial agriculture 

into the fiber of indigenous society,’ (McCreery 1976: 459). Between 1962 and 1989, a period 

that included the peak of the armed conflict, Guatemala’s national association of coffee growers 

(ANACAFE) implemented – with the backing of institutions like the World Bank, FAO, and 

USAID – a program of agricultural diversification and technification in coffee-growing regions, 

in order to compensate for global production quotas set by the International Coffee Organization 

(ICO) in 1963 to stabilize prices. These attempts ultimately failed because the unwillingness of 

landowners and the military state to implement comprehensive land reform in coffee-growing 

regions left small coffee farmers with inadequate land to produce at a scale sufficient to belong 

to an organized marketing system. By the end of the ICO’s production quota program, 
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ANACAFE’s failure to implement widescale diversification left Guatemala’s small coffee 

farmers in an even less competitive and more precarious standing in the global coffee market 

(Johnson 2010). 

The case of ANACAFE and the ICO is indicative of the changing contours of state 

territoriality before and after the formal end of the armed conflict. Because the conflict was 

ongoing through the entirety of the production quota period, the military state’s categorical 

rejection of the land reform necessary to successfully implement a program like ANACAFE’s 

reflected its ready compliance with counterinsurgent, anticommunist territorial logic.26 The 

legacy of this territorial logic, however, persists today, as evidenced by the deepening precarity 

of small coffee farmers like the residents of Unión Victoria. The purchase of the coffee finca that 

Unión Victoria exists on today incurred a debt of approximately 1 million GTQ [about $156,000 

USD in 2000]. Much, though not all, of this debt was paid off by a massive fundraising effort by 

the Archbishop of El Quiché, Julio Cabrera. Today, the community’s production and sale of 

coffee consistently fails to keep pace with rising interests. That such a steep price was 

commanded by a coffee finca plagued by such poor growing conditions, especially considering 

the steadily declining price of coffee, suggests that the government’s brokerage of this sale as a 

means of resettling CPR communities was an effort to bail out the owners of failing coffee 

fincas.27 The space currently occupied by Unión Victoria has undergone numerous territorial 

transitions over its history, from its original dispossession at the hands of colonialism, through 

 
26 Prior to the program, the last major attempt at land reform had been Pres. Jacobo Árbenz’s 1954 ‘Agrarian 
Reform Law’ (Decree 900), which expropriated large tracts of fallow land from the United Fruit Company and 
redistributed them to landless and land-poor campesinos. Amid the heightened geopolitical tensions of the Cold 
War, this reform ultimately prompted his overthrow by the CIA in 1954 and led to the onset of the Civil War six 
years later. 
27 Fernando told me that none of the CPR negotiators were made aware of the multitude of problems with the finca 
before the purchase. He also claimed that the landowner who sold it purchased another, more productive coffee finca 
nearby soon after. 
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centuries of statecraft and violent conflict, to one that is today both an Indigenous landscape and 

a site of capital accumulation. 

This latest phase demonstrates how territoriality in the post-conflict period reflects the 

neoliberal state’s divestment from a territorial mandate characterized by the violent imposition of 

state presence in Indigenous space in favor of a territoriality of differentiated zones of production 

governed by the logic of markets, private property rights, debt relations, and accumulation. The 

post-conflict landscape of the CPR–Sierra is one where community members find themselves 

increasingly fragmented, their organizational capacity progressively more strained, and their 

overtures for political rights and economic relief ever more entangled within incongruent 

neoliberal structures of governance. Through their unremitting movement – from their violent 

displacement during the conflict, to their resettlement, to their continued movement between 

communities and out-migration to the United States – changes in the meaning of land have 

largely dictated the shape of the CPR–Sierra’s resistance to this territoriality and the terms on 

which it is articulated. 

First and foremost, a widespread perception that the government was not acting in good 

faith during the resettlement negotiations persists in CPR–Sierra communities today. Members I 

spoke to frequently reiterated the conviction that, during the conflict, the CPR–Sierra’s 

geographic proximity permitted the organizational unity necessary to identify key opportunities 

through which to directly confront a centralized Guatemalan state. For example, when asked to 

reflect on the terms demanded in the 1996 proposal for ‘Definitive Resettlement’ – specifically 

the demands for ample physical and political space for the entire CPR–Sierra to collectively 

relocate to and maintain their communitarian and organizational unity – Fernando opined: 
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The military divided us into resettlements so that we would give up the struggle, to 

forget about all of that … So we don’t coordinate with the CPR–Ixcán anymore, 

we don’t coordinate with the CPR–Petén. We don’t know what’s going on with 

them. And they don’t know what we’re doing. That’s why we say the CPR came 

down…28 

 

Reflecting on the same document, Julio echoed this conviction: 

 

 … before the time of our divisions, the dispersion of our people, we had strength. 

But then when we were divided, we lost that strength because now everyone has to 

focus on their own needs. So we lost that strength and our coordination…29 

 

These sentiments underscore the belief articulated by many in the CPR–Sierra that their histories 

of self-governance and direct democracy were made possible by the geographic proximity that 

their violent removal forced upon them. In this respect, the land that they occupied during their 

displacement constituted the geographic basis for the organizing and political mobilization 

necessary to come into public light and negotiate their resettlement with the government.  

Community members I spoke with also explained, however, that it is not only the lack of 

geographic unity that complicates their organizing efforts. The markedly dissimilar physical, 

political, and environmental terrains around which different CPR–Sierra resettlement 

communities organize today, and the unique sets of problems faced by each community, 

complicate the entire organization’s ability to wage a unified struggle. Francisco metaphorically 

 
28 Fernando, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
29 Julio, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
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described this present situation to me by explaining, ‘We can’t all wear the same color anymore 

... because of our separation we’re not the same as the CPR that are still in the Sierra. We have to 

be mindful of the laws because every municipio has its own rules.’30 Because material 

conditions, physical geography, and the nature of property relations vary so dramatically 

between communities, they engender their own specific sets of challenges in each resettlement. 

Therefore, it is not just that geographic distance undermines their ability to wage a political 

struggle on their own terms, but the problems unique to each divert precious energy and 

resources away from a unified front toward these distinctly local challenges. 

Gustavo lives in Unión Victoria today, but came from Cabá a few years after its original 

residents arrived in 2000. Having experienced the manifold issues that affect the different 

resettlement communities he has lived in, he explained this frustrating dynamic to me: 

 

Everyone in their own village, their own place, let’s say, in their community, they 

have to struggle for their own community. There’s a certain situation in Triunfo, 

maybe another one in Tesoro, another in Zona Reina. Some people say, ‘No, we’re 

always united,’ but it’s just not the same as it was before. Now everyone has their 

own works, maybe they need to build a school, or work on the salón [community 

meeting hall], and you start to worry about that, something just for one group. Then 

another group, they focus on something else … So that’s where you start to lose 

coordination.31 

 

 
30 Francisco, resident of Tesorito, interview by author, Patulul, Guatemala, 11 July 2019 
31 Gustavo, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 16 July 2019. 
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Fernando, in his capacity as a member of the health team, makes semi-frequent visits to each 

resettlement to assess local health needs. As a result, he also has a unique perspective on how the 

dynamic of local challenges affects the ability to organize collectively across resettlement 

communities: 

 

If we go to El Triunfo, what do we see there? Problems with the sugar cane and the 

palm. What about the problems in Tesorito? We saw when we went there, no water. 

So, what is everyone supposed to do? Us here [Unión Victoria], what problem do 

we have? You know directly [referring to the gusts of wind that flatten the corn 

milpas and outbreaks of coffee rust] … So where is our weakness? Who did that 

weakness fall upon? It fell on us.32 

 

Navigating these challenges underscores why the land claims that CPR–Sierra 

resettlement communities currently have – however tenuous and disunited they may be – must be 

defended if there is any hope for the struggle that began in the Sierra to live on. Their recognition 

that the disaggregation that resulted from the resettlement process bore tremendous adversity to 

the capacity for organizing and mobilization that predated it emphasizes the harm that ongoing 

internal migration within Guatemala and out-migration to the United States (particularly among 

younger members of the communities) imposes on the struggle at large. Again, the significance 

of land is the central to this question because it dictates the terms on which a struggle that is 

rooted in place can be waged. Concerning the issue of migration Fernando explained to me: 

 

 
32 Fernando, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
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People are going [to the United States] out of necessity, but what do they do there 

now? They’re capturing and deporting people. But they go out of necessity because 

there’s no land. They can’t hold onto their land and their houses here, there’s 

nowhere left to plant. So that’s why the situation right now is so complicated.33 

 

Likewise, Fernando’s daughter Paula, who hosted me for the two weeks I spent in Unión 

Victoria, spoke directly to these challenges. Paula’s husband has been an undocumented 

immigrant living in the United States for the past two years, and the home in Unión Victoria 

where she and her children live belongs to his parents. Her husband is working to save money so 

they may purchase the materials to build their own home on the same parcel, but his younger 

brother, Paula’s brother-in-law, will soon be old enough to marry, and when he does, he will 

inherit the right to claim their house. Their situation demonstrates just one of the many ways that 

pervasive out-migration complicates and undermines land claims in the community. 

 The higher rates of migration among younger community members are also indicative of 

another growing challenge in the organizational unity of the CPR–Sierra’s struggle.34 As the 

founding members of the CPR–Sierra grow old and those too young to have experienced or 

recall the conflict come of age, older members must today place greater emphasis on recalling a 

past spirit of resistance and instilling it in those for whom it does not stem from direct experience 

with trauma and violence. Community members I spoke to indicated that they frequently discuss 

these issues with their children and grandchildren, but artistic representations of this emphasis 

abound in the resettlement communities today as well. Community meeting halls, schools, and 

 
33 Ibid. 
34 The COCODE of Tesorito believe that about 80 of their community members are currently in the United States; 
Unión Victoria’s COCODE estimated 15 community members are as well, while one returned to the community 
during the previous year after being deported. 
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clinics, for example, are all adorned with colorful murals depicting the nonviolent resistance to 

military repression of the 1980s and projecting aspirations of a just and peaceful future borne out 

through the enduring legacy of nonviolent community resistance. Original musical compositions 

that are played at gatherings like the General Assemblies also emphasize these legacies of 

community resistance. The chorus of the song ‘Los corridos de animación’ joyfully recounts: 

 

El diciembre del ’83, 

 Fue formado el Comité. 

 Una avanza para el pueblo, 

 En su lucha popular. 

  

Estamos dando nuevos pasos, 

 Formando una nueva vida. 

 ¡Nuestra lucha no parará, 

 Hasta el alcanzar la paz! 

 

In December of ’83, 

 The Committee was formed. 

 One step forward for the people, 

 In their popular struggle. 

 

We are taking new steps, 

 Forming a new life. 

 Our struggle will not cease, 

 Until we have achieved peace!35

David, who moved to Unión Victoria in 2005 after his land in El Triunfo was destroyed 

by a hurricane, explained how frequently he talks to his children about his desire for them to 

carry on the spirit of struggle and resistance. Land, he tells me, is central to how he conveys the 

significance of what has been lost and gained over the decades: 

 

 
35 The band playing this composition, consisting of a marimba, a bass, and a vocalist, would often practice in the 
community center in preparation for a large community meeting. 
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Every evening I tell my children … they don’t know anything about it. I’m trying 

to pass onto them that, if the moment comes where I’m no longer here, you all will 

know why we’re here: because land is a heritage. That’s what the organization was 

for, that’s what the Multipartita was for. It’s what I gained when I suffered in the 

mountain.36 

 

This symbolic significance of the land in the resettlements is perhaps the most emblematic 

evidence of what is at stake in this struggle. If the land that they have now is lost, after decades 

of organizing and nonviolent struggle and the countless lives lost for it, there is nothing material 

to show for the struggle that can be exhibited as evidence of what makes resistance worthwhile 

to younger members of the community, if they are to carry on its legacy. ‘It’s a tough situation,’ 

he explains, ‘what happened to my life, but what can I do? All I have to show for it is this, but 

that’s how it is. My land. I fought, just like everyone else.’37 

The more than fifteen years that CPR–Sierra communities spent in hiding perhaps 

represents their most critical means of occupying the limited spaces opened by the convoluted 

nature of the Guatemalan peace process. Julio, for example, explained:  

 

Since [the government’s] objective was to divide us up so that we couldn’t advance, 

we had to divide ourselves … So we’re waiting to see how we can continue 

struggling, for our sacred maize and for our development … Now we’re thinking 

that to have more coordination, to advance, surely we have to reclaim what we had 

before… 

 
36 David, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 16 July 2019. 
37 Ibid. 
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That’s the mess we’re in, that we don’t have unity anymore, right? … That’s why 

we don’t have strength, right? We think about this a lot because the truth is that we 

are exemplars … What we’re hoping for is the union of everyone because, true, 

there are different struggles but looking at it, well, there is always a fundamental 

objective. Because as long as there is no change, we will never know peace …38  

 

Francisco likewise opined that the high incidence of movement between communities and 

migration among younger community members represents the latest iteration in what has been an 

endless cycle of displacement, beginning with the violence that forced them into the Sierra in the 

early 1980s, through their ‘voluntary’ displacement during the resettlement, to today. That is 

why ‘resistance’ itself, he tells me, means the preservation of the values and principles that 

allowed them to survive during the conflict.39 As historic victims of the Guatemalan state, this 

genealogy of resistance informs an abiding belief, borne out through direct experience, that the 

state can and must be contested through constant, organized, and nonviolent struggle. The CPR–

Sierra maintain critical connections to the past that allowed them to effectively occupy the 

limited spaces available during the internal conflict to both survive their repression and push the 

state directly for their inclusion in the peace process. 

Chief among these is the General Assemblies, wherein hundreds of delegates from each 

of the resettlement communities congregate each year to analyze the struggle’s present 

conditions and develop a political platform to continues to evolve and adapt to new political 

 
38 Julio, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
39 Francisco, resident of Tesorito, interview by author, Patulul, Guatemala, 11 July 2019 
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circumstances. 40 Speaking about the issues discussed at the most recent General Assembly, 

Gustavo remarked: 

 

Surely there will be situations where, at the national level, it’s important recognize 

how everyone has kept their places, worked on their lands with their families. … 

so we come together to discuss what the problems are and, for example, establish 

what we can do moving forward …  So that’s why we do the Assembly, because 

it’s where we can exchange ideas, listen to the other communities, give each other 

information. There is also a somewhat physical function to it. Everyone can take 

their projects there, things they make in the community.41 

 

The Assemblies represent manifest attempts to create embodied spaces where they can turn their 

eyes beyond their respective resettlement communities in order to orient a struggle that more 

directly confronts the Guatemalan state and its political and economic doctrine. Equally 

importantly, declarations published at the Assemblies since resettlement and conversations with 

members today reveal how their articulation of their struggle and the meaning of land has 

adapted to their changing circumstances. 

Public declarations from the Fifth (1994), Sixth (1995), and Seventh (1996) General 

Assemblies (all of which took place prior to the signing of the peace accords) frequently open 

with appeals to ‘our Maya brothers,’ grounded in a genealogy of 500 years resisting domination 

as Mayans, waging a struggle that seeks land ‘Based on our Maya ways of thinking, our Mother 

 
40 2020 was the first year since 1990 that a General Assembly did not take place, due to internal travel restrictions 
imposed by the Guatemalan government in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
41 Gustavo, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 16 July 2019. 
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Earth is a communal heritage,’ and that demands ‘respect for our Rights as Maya, to rescue our 

history, culture, and customs,’ (Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la Sierra 1994; 

1995; 1996). This is perhaps unsurprising, given the broad consensus that the military targeted 

Maya peoples at-large as collective enemies of the state during the conflict. These references are 

less prominent in public declarations that came after the peace accords and resettlement process, 

which are instead largely reoriented around the conviction that land is a necessary component for 

an organized, nonviolent, and protracted struggle against the Guatemalan state. Still, they remain 

an important aspect of how resistance is framed. 

That the struggle today is increasingly articulated upon material and political analyses of 

the situations of the CPR–Sierra and of Guatemala more generally demonstrates an adroit ability 

to adapt to the mutable, volatile, and tenuous political landscape that was set in motion with the 

signing of the peace accords. The 2019 ‘Public Declaration of the 29th General Assembly’ (the 

most recent Assembly), for example, specifically demands ‘That the Guatemalan State respect 

our territories and our natural resources, cease concessions of our rivers and mountains to 

national and foreign companies,’ rejects ‘the construction of large hydroelectric dams that only 

benefit the very rich,’ and, crucially, insists ‘that additional land be granted for new families that 

have been forming in the CPRs,’ (Comunidades de Población en Resistencia de la Sierra 2019). 

By calling attention to these ‘new forms in which repression is taking shape,’ the political 

platform today explicitly condemns the Guatemalan state for its failure to fulfill the 

commitments it signed in the peace accords, calls upon a renewed struggle, and, critically, 

demands new land concessions to accommodate the CPR’s growing population to push more 

expansive changes that directly confront the Guatemalan state and its political and economic 

orthodoxy. By shifting to a public articulation of resistance that is grounded in material demands 
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centered on land and its political significance, CPR–Sierra organizers reject what they see as a 

false choice between acceptance of modest neoliberal land concessions and the push for more 

transformative political horizons. 

At the same time, Indigenous identity and cultural autonomy remain important to the 

shape that that the present struggle takes. The territory-effect of the post-conflict state has in 

many ways been the ‘unbraiding’ of cultural and material discourses in movements for 

communal land rights by giving space to cultural revindications like the language of 

‘recognition’ in order to shape, limit, constrain, or even neutralize those that might be articulated 

in political or material terms (Hale 2002). During the conflict, the territorial logic of the 

Guatemalan state consisted of forcibly and violently arrogating Indigenous space to render it 

governable, legible, manipulable, and in order to more deeply inscribe its power within it. Today, 

as resettlement communities like Unión Victoria and Tesorito demonstrate, the state’s territorial-

political project has been one of breaking insurgent political mobilization and subsuming 

Indigenous space within a legible cadaster of market-oriented property and debt relations. 

Though this project’s configurations have adapted to a new landscape, they remain anchored in a 

logic of consolidating hegemonic institutions and ideologies to constrain and neutralize 

Indigenous struggles that are grounded in militant political mobilization and intracommunal 

solidarity. 

In demanding land specifically as a geographic basis for the amplification of further 

confrontation with the state, however, the CPR–Sierra have shown how these cultural and 

material discourses might be ‘re-braided’ within the contentious realm of land struggles. In many 

ways, it recalls not only the shape their resistance took while in hiding, but intracommunal 

struggles from days long past, when community-level solidarity provided the grounds for more 
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concerted and militant political mobilization among campesino organizations (Grandin 1997). 

Land’s prominence in both private conversations I had and public declarations of the political 

platform articulated by the CPR–Sierra today may open new spaces of organizing and 

mobilization for not just the Indigenous populations that suffered gross human rights violations 

during the conflict, but toward a broader political front that extends far beyond the CPR–Sierra 

by incorporating all of Guatemala’s rural masses into the fore under a common campesino 

identity characterized by material, political, and cultural proximity to land. When asked what the 

CPR’s resistance has meant since their resettlement, Pablo reaffirmed this notion: 

 

When we came out of [the Sierra] … we started talking about our land again. 

Because it’s not the case that we don’t know how to work. We’re campesinos, we 

know what it means to work. So we said, ‘find us a finca and we will get to work.’ 

That’s why we say the CPR continues resisting.42 

 

 

Conclusion 

 Despite the considerable strain that the resettlement process placed on the CPR–Sierra 

and its capacity for political organizing, their successes pushing the Guatemalan state to 

recognize their needs as displaced victims of violence that it perpetrated and to accede their 

demands to a massive land reallocation program should not be overlooked. Nonetheless, the 

CPR’s present-day claims to the lands that the resettlement communities are built on remain 

tenuous. From unpaid debts to low incomes and the continued intrusion of foreign extractive 

 
42 Pablo, resident of Unión Victoria, interview by author, San Miguel Pochuta, Guatemala, 13 July 2019. 
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industries into their territories, political, economic, and environmental conditions continue to 

displace community members and force their migration both within Guatemala and beyond. 

Their unending experiences being displaced, resettled, and disaggregated have heralded 

significant changes in the symbolic and political meaning of land in CPR–Sierra communities 

today that are reflected in members’ articulations of their political struggle. This significance 

suggests a mutually reinforcing dynamic wherein the security of land claims constitutes both an 

objective of the political platform and, given the prevailing belief that unrelenting movement and 

displacement undermine the ability to effectively mobilize and organize politically in different 

ways, the primary means of establishing the rootedness necessary to build a lasting coalition. 

When asked what the ends of their ongoing struggle are today, having gotten land as they 

requested during the negotiations, Francisco succinctly summarized this belief as: ‘To live here.’  

Sentiments like these underscore a wider belief that the Guatemalan state’s management 

of IDPs reflects a broader, longstanding territorial logic with respect to its Indigenous 

populations. But where the state had failed to make governable the territory in the Sierra 

occupied by the CPR during the conflict, the peace process presented the opportunity to do so on 

terms buoyed by discourses of transitional justice and human rights. The state’s territorial project 

remains one of rendering Indigenous populations to the precarious economic, political, and 

geographic margins of society, but that today receives considerable international legitimacy 

through the language of the peace accords and multilateral agreements like the ILO C169 

Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, the UN ‘Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples,’ and the ‘Universal Declaration of Human Rights’ (all of which have been ratified by 

the Guatemalan government). The CPR–Sierra’s direct experience evading and resisting outright 

state violence during the conflict informs a political project today that seeks to leverage an 
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unarmed struggle that can apply pressure on the state to implement the unfulfilled promises of 

the peace accords where the transitional justice project as carried out failed to do so. 

The case therefore speaks to the need for sensitivity on behalf transitional justice 

agencies and institutions, especially land and property restitution programs, to the fact that when 

these programs fail to recognize the needs of victims of mass displacement, IDPs may see direct 

community organizing as their only means of satisfying them. In such cases, transitional justice 

practitioners should be aware of the impacts that resettlement and land reallocation programs 

may have on the strength and cohesion of politically organized groups of internally displaced 

populations. Critical geography can make important contributions to the field by highlighting the 

conditions of inequity and injustice that pre-date transitional justice interventions and continue in 

their aftermaths, as well as the multiplicity of meanings that surround land. 

Accounting for this continuity raises new questions over whether land reallocation and 

resettlement as historically mediated under standard frameworks of transitional justice can be 

more accurately understood as strategies of governance and territoriality that allow post conflict-

states to manage the discontents of displaced populations, rather than meaningfully recognize 

and respond them. More broadly, transitional justice may reflect processes of state formation in 

the crucible of the multifaceted and often incongruent attempts to resolve the heightening 

contradictions of capital in the fallout of violent armed conflict and genocide, while the dramatic 

expansion of neoliberal doctrine comes into play. The rise of transitional justice as a discourse 

that helped to resurrect the language of development in the post-Cold War era raises questions 

about where transitional justice ‘ends’ and capitalist development – geographically uneven and 

fraught with the political ramifications of the state’s varied attempts to stabilize itself – ‘begins.’ 

Regardless of whether or not future transitional justice practices see victims of displacement as a 
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rights-based category requiring long-term programmatic support, however, it is significant that 

victimized populations like the CPR–Sierra do. If nothing else, these practices should 

demonstrate recognition of this fact. 

During the conflict and negotiations, the CPR’s political declarations such as the 

‘Definitive Resettlement’ proposal expressed the desire for land on both the material and cultural 

terms of ensuring livelihoods and communitarian autonomy and self-governance. Having 

experienced the strain that the disaggregation of their communities bears on their ability to 

politically organize today, articulations of territory and resistance today stem from a collective 

recognition that it was geographic unity that had previously allowed them to organize politically 

and force the government to recognize their needs. Despite the multitude of challenges that they 

have faced over their history, their ability to claim the spaces opened by the peace process for 

resettlement speaks to their unique ability to identify and meaningfully occupy the limited spaces 

opened up by the changing contours of state territoriality. Across CPR–Sierra resettlement 

communities today, members view the completion of the unfulfilled provisions of the peace 

accords as their most immediate means of ceasing the unending movement that undermines their 

organizational capacity. Rather than the end goal in and of itself, however, putting an end to this 

unremitting displacement constitutes only one step in an unending march for peace, justice, and 

economic freedom. 
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