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As a consequence of rapid political and social
changes, nation-states around the world are being
transformed into multiple collections of self-com-
peting ethnic, cultural, and economic units. One
example of the transformation of traditional polit-
ical and economic structures by the growing influ-
ence of "ethnopolitics"[2] is provided by the
"resurgence", during the 1980s and early 1990s, of
Maya cultural activism in Guatemala.

Several scholars from various academic disci-
plines have attempted to explore the events that
set in motion Maya revival during that period.[3]
Almost all the scholars who have tackled this par-
ticular subject seem to agree on the historical,
economic, political, social, and cultural roots of
Maya ethnic revival. However, they lack agree-
ment on the terminology that best describes its
initial development, its subsequent short and long
term goals, and more importantly, its day-to-day
individual and collective expressions throughout
Guatemala, in both urban and rural environ-
ments. Carol Smith, for example, refers to this re-
newed cultural and political indigenous move-
ment as an expression of "Mayan nationalism". [4]
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Other academics and Maya activists simply call it
"the Maya movement", while more than a few
prefer the term "pan-Mayanismo". [5] In his own
anthropological study of "ethnic revitalization"
among the Maya Q'eqchi’ of north-central
Guatemala, Richard Wilson prefers the simpler
and less controversial term of "Maya resurgence".
Before discussing and describing in greater detail
Wilson's work, it is necessary to offer a brief over-
view of the factors that contributed, in the 1980s
and 1990s, to the Maya ethnic revival in that Cen-
tral American country.

Throughout its colonial, independent, and
contemporary history, Guatemala has experi-
enced constant turmoil. Social, political, econom-
ic, and armed conflict is the rule rather than the
exception. However, Guatemala, more than al-
most any other region in Latin America, has expe-
rienced ethnic, cultural, and social confrontations
between the Ladinos (heirs to the Spanish colo-
nial power) and the descendants of the first in-
habitants of those lands, the Maya. Those conflicts
had devastating effects on the Guatemalan Na-
tives.



For most of their history of contact with the
Ladino minority, [6] the Maya have suffered wide-
spread social, economic, cultural and religious ex-
ploitation. Frequently, for the Maya, that exploita-
tion has meant forced labour, outright slavery
and brutal taxation, but, with as much frequency,
the Maya have also been victims of psychological
and verbal abuse. Clearly, social inequality has
been the main characteristic of Indian-Ladino re-
lations in the past. Indeed, inequality is still the
main feature of those social relations. While his-
torical inequalities greatly influenced the dis-
course, strategy, agenda, and goals of those who
embraced Maya cultural activism in the last two
decades, they did not contribute on their own to
spark the fires of indigenous ethnic revival in the
late 1980s and early 1990s. The catalysts that re-
sulted in the "resurgence" of Maya cultural and
political activism in Guatemala are fairly recent.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, indigenous
groups of the Guatemalan highlands experienced
a wave of state-sponsored terror unparalleled in
the country's modern history. In the early 1970s,
when Guatemala's left-wing guerrilla organiza-
tions attempted to restart their struggle against
the Guatemalan military government and mili-
tary-controlled state institutions, Highland Indian
communities became, for both the military and
guerrilla organizations, valuable pools of new re-
cruits. The guerrillas, having experienced a num-
ber of serious political and military setbacks be-
cause of their inefficient political, social, and eco-
nomic strategies, attempted to correct the mis-
takes of the past by convincing the Indian com-
munities that the only solution to the nation's
problems was the one provided by the revolution-
ary option. In response, the military attempted to
eliminate popular support for the guerrillas by
launching a campaign of terror against the Indian
communities of the countryside. The attempt on
the part of the military to undermine the ethnic,
cultural, and social identity of the Indian commu-
nities was intended to repress opponents and in-
still a sense of Guatemalan identity and national-

H-Net Reviews

ism in the minds of the indigenous people. The
army sought to convince the Indians to reject the
revolutionary options promoted by the insur-
gents. However, neither guerrillas nor govern-
ment succeeded in their objectives. In the process,
Mayan cultural activism emerged as an alterna-
tive ideological basis for resistance.

In Maya Resurgence in Guatemala, Richard
Wilson explores the day-to-day expressions of that
cultural revival among the Maya Q'eqchi' of the
north-central regions of that country. Composed
of nine chapters, Wilson's study provides the
reader with some of the same arguments on the
issue of Maya cultural activism offered previously
by individuals such as Demetrio Cojti Cuxil, En-
rique Sam Colop, and Carol Smith. He blames, for
example, both the leftist guerrillas, the military-
backed government, and dominant "Ladino" soci-
ety for most, if not all, of the ills that have affect-
ed, and that are still affecting, indigenous commu-
nities in that country. His analysis also reflects
subsequent views on the subject put forward by
academics such as Edward F. Fisher and others.
Still, the similarities between his analysis and
those provided by others are less obvious at the
microlevel of his explorations on the subject. And,
here is where the reader can find Wilson's greater
contribution to a greater understanding on the
subject of Maya resurgence in Guatemala. The
reason is that by exploring the regional and com-
munal economic, political, cultural, and religious
expressions of Maya resurgence among the
Q'eqchi of Alta Verapaz, Wilson also uncovers
some of the difficulties that Maya elites [7] face in
the "imagining" of a pan-Maya nation and ethnic
identity.

In their struggle to create a new pan-Maya
identity, Indian nationalists like Cojti Cuxil have
attempted to demonstrate that despite their ideo-
logical, political, economic, communal, and reli-
gious differences, there is only "one" Maya people
and that their historical destiny is to create a pan-
Maya nation. But, to achieve their ultimate goal,



the promoters of pan-Maya nationalism have to
persuade Guatemalan Indians to exchange their
community-based allegiances for a pan-Indian
loyalty. It is only by comparing the findings of
case studies like Wilson's against those who tackle
the issue of Maya cultural revival from more gen-
eral perspectives [8] that the seriousness of eth-
nic, political, economic, linguistic and religious di-
visions that permeate the different Guatemalan
Maya groups becomes clearer.

As Wilson suggests in his study, to main
source of religious, social, cultural, and political
loyalty for the various Guatemalan Maya groups
is the "community". Still, for the purposes of this
review, attempting a definition of community (as
related to the Guatemalan Maya experience) is
complicated by a variety of reasons. Guatemala is
a country where community can only be defined
as an abstract entity in which sources of loyalty
do not represent uniform or coherent characteris-
tics. That is, while the immediate physical and so-
cial surroundings may define individual loyalty to
religious, economic, political, and cultural sym-
bols, it is neither necessarily consistent nor un-
conditional. In other words, the country's long
history of ethnic, economic, social and political
conflict has contributed to dislocate social struc-
tures to such a point that it is almost impossible to
identify a single community (rural or urban)
where individual loyalties remain consistent over
long periods of time. However, this is an idea that
is better served by providing a brief summary of
Wilson's main points and arguments, as they have
been organized in the study at the center of this
review.

While Wilson himself does not organize his
study into three clearly defined sections, it can be
suggested that the nine chapters of his work are
structured into such a division. In Chapter One
and Chapter Two, the author explores the theoret-
ical bases for his analytical approach, and the im-
plications that community-based loyalty have for
the ongoing efforts, on the part of a group of Maya
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intellectuals, to create a "pan-Mayanista" ethnic
and cultural identity in present-day Guatemala.
What can be considered the "second section" of
Wilson's work [Chapter Three, Chapter Four,
Chapter Five, and Chapter Six] explores the local
Q'eqchi expressions of cultural and ethnic identity
in the areas of culture, politics and economics.
The "third section" of Maya Resurgence in
Guatemala is comprised of the last three chapters
[Chapter Seven to Chapter Nine]. In this section,
the author explores the effects that state-spon-
sored repression had on subsequent Q'eqchi ex-
pressions of cultural and political activism, as de-
fined by their "resurgence", and the ways in
which "cultural change" and the "construction of
ethnic identity" among this particular Maya group
can be explained by existing theories on the sub-
ject.

Wilson's major points and arguments can be
summarized as follows. In Chapter One ["Concep-
tualizing Identity"], the author provides an over-
view of his own academic and personal motives
to explore the issue of "Maya Resurgence" in
Guatemala, and provides a brief overview of the
ideas on the subject previously expressed by
scholars such as John Watanabe, Robert Carmack,
Sheldon Annis, Carol Smith, and John Hawkins,
among others. It can be suggested that in this par-
ticular chapter, Wilson's main goal is to provide a
theoretical blueprint for his subsequent analysis,
as represented by "materialist" vs "relativist" the-
ories on the conceptualization and transforma-
tion of "Indian identity" in Guatemala. In the sec-
ond chapter of his work ["Ethnicity and the Colo-
nized Landscape"], Wilson focuses on exploring
the significance and importance of "community"
for the formation of a "pan-Q'eqchi' identity. With-
in this context, it can be argued that Wilson's ap-
proach to the subject of ethnic identity formation
among the Maya Q'eqchi' of Alta Verapaz is cru-
cial for understanding larger related issues such
as the Maya intellectuals' own efforts to create a



"pan-Maya" identity among the Guatemalan in-
digenous groups.

In "Reclaiming a Colonized Landscape"
[Chapter Three], the author explores the ways in
which "local communities" are commonly "imag-
ined through interactions with the surrounding
landscape". To prove his arguments, Wilson relies
on describing the ways in which economic and
cultural practices among the Q'eqchi' contribute
to the fostering of a "symbolism of production and
identity" (p. 52). The author also explores the idea
of whether or not ritualistic practices, such as sex-
ual abstinence, fasting, and religious sacrifice, are
merely the result of "ancestor worship"” or a more
significant act of "ethnic resistance". In chapters
four and five, Wilson offers a more detailed de-
scription of the ways in which Maya "resurgence"
is expressed on a day-to-day basis, in areas such
as agriculture and the "curing" of human illness-
es.

Perhaps one of the most interesting and im-
portant chapters in Wilson's work is Chapter Six
['Converting to Religious Orthodoxy"], where the
author explores the growing rivalry between
Evangelical and Catholic Q'eqchi, and the effects
of that religious competition on the "imagining" of
a Q'eqchi' ethnic and cultural identity. Wilson's
views on this particular aspect somehow reflect
some of the views expressed previously by other
experts on the subject, and they clarify the rea-
sons why Indian catechists in rural Guatemala be-
came a major target of the Guatemalan military's
scorched-earth policies during the 1970s and
1980s. As Wilson states:

. in the context of certain continuities in
practice and belief, the catechists introduced a
fundamentally new way of apprehending the
world that made it possible to imagine wider
frames of reference such as class and the "pan-
Q'eqchi' community". Combined with "rural re-
pression”, Wilson adds, "these two events, the cat-
echist program and the civil war, form the histori-
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cal background for a new Indigenist movement
(205).

Here it is important to point out that Wilson
is not too convincing in justifying his use of the
term "indigenist" to describe the Maya movement
in Guatemala. In my view, a more appropriate
term would be "indianista" since the latter reflects
more clearly the nature of the Maya movement.
On the one hand, one must consider the views of
scholars such as Alan Knight in relation to the na-
ture of "Indigenismo":

The attribution of Indian identity began, of
course, with the Conquest. It was the European
who created the Indian. Thereafter, attributions
changed, racial theories came and went, [and]
doctrines of 'Indigenismo' developed. [T]hese
were primarily the constructions of non-Indians:
'Indian’, as a term either of abuse or praise, was
conceived and applied by non-Indians. Thus, a
colonial elite confronted what was for it a rela-
tively undifferentiated Indian mass; while - in
terms of subjective consciousness - the Indian
mass was divided into a myriad of semi-autono-
mous communities, often mutually hostile."[9]

In other words, Indigenismo has been widely
studied, explored, and analyzed by scholars be-
longing to a wide range of academic disciplines.
In general terms, Indigenismo can be understood
simply as "a political formulation, and an ideolog-
ical current, [which has been] crucial for many
Latin American countries . . ., in their [efforts to
bring to reality their] national projects, and [their
definitions of national identity." [10] "Indianismo",
on the other hand, shares similar structural char-
acteristics with "Indigenismo" but transfers con-
trol over cultural, economic, political, and social
change to the indigenous groups themselves. In
other words, while traditional "Indigenista" philo-
sophical views of the relationship between
Amerindian groups and the nation-state in Latin
America has attempted to control the Indians' "de-
velopment", Indianista perspectives have been
used since the 1960s by aboriginal groups



throughout the Americas to take control of that
same process in order to carry it out on their own
terms. [11]

In the last three chapters of his work, Wilson
explores in more detail the ways in which the
Guatemalan military counterinsurgency cam-
paigns of the 1970s and 1980s led to the develop-
ment of a new Q'eqchi identity, a development
that in itself offers clear evidence of an unexpect-
ed but welcomed Maya resurgence in that Central
American nation. I utilize the term "unexpected"
to describe this "Maya resurgence" in Guatemala
for a variety of reasons. First, the military cam-
paign against the leftist "subversion" there was
also designed to reinforce traditional views of
"Guatemalidad" among the Indian and non-Indian
population. Second, given the ferocity of the mili-
tary repression during the Guatemala civil war,
the strength of the Maya "resurgence" is even
more astonishing. However, as Wilson suggests in
the last chapter of his study, the resurgence of
Maya culture and political activism in Guatemala
also led to a growing polarization among the vari-
ous Guatemalan Maya groups over what were the
cultural, economic, political, and religious factors
that defined [and should define] "Mayanness". In
the particular case of the Q'eqchi, these develop-
ments also led to a growing competition, at both
the inter and intra-communal levels, over the fac-
tors that defined and should define the Q'eqchi
identity.

Finally, it is important to state briefly some of
the strengths and weaknesses of Wilson's study of
Maya resurgence among the Guatemalan Q'eqchi.
As stated earlier, Wilson explores some of the
same issues that have been at the center of analy-
ses on the same subject by other scholars and
Maya activists. However, the unique value of Wil-
son's study is best embodied by its focus on the
ways in which the Guatemalan Q'eqchi have at-
tempted to express on a day-to-day and commu-
nal levels their ethnic identity. More importantly,
Wilson's approach to the issue of ethnic identity
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among the Q'eqchi provides a much needed com-
plement to previous analyses on the particular is-
sue of Maya activism in Guatemala. Like other
studies on Indian cultural, and political activism
in Guatemala, Richard Wilson's analysis could be
better served by greater reliance on a multidisci-
plinary approach. Despite its expected and natu-
ral shortcomings, Wilson's case study offers a
much needed and welcome analysis on the sub-
ject of Maya cultural and political activism in
Guatemala.
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