
Promises of Peace: The Mayan Search for Identity and a Political Voice in Guatemala
La lucha es por el pueblo.  Phrases like this one, scrawled in black spray-paint on concrete walls and buildings, are scattered throughout Guatemala’s capitol city.  It means “The fight is for the People” and is a haunting reminder of the country’s brutal thirty-six year civil war, a genocide that claimed the lives of nearly 250,000 Guatemalans while 50,000 more vanished without a trace.  It is easy for visitors to the city to overlook the faded words of the resistance that remain hidden in the periphery of the colorful, modern advertisements that now mark the cityscape.  Also overlooked have been the victims of the conflict, the vast majority of whom—over 83 percent—were indigenous peasants, specifically Mayan (USIP 1996).  
The Peace Accords of 1996, officially called the Accords of Firm and Durable Peace, between the Guatemalan government and the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG) promised change for the Mayan people, an end to the political repression and socioeconomic dominance of the white and Ladino minority.  It promised the right “to reside and live freely in Guatemalan territory” yet some Mayans who have returned to their rightful lands are now being forcibly evicted by Guatemalan security forces and their lands given to foreign companies (USIP 1996; Cuffe 2007).  It promised “socioeconomic development aimed at the common good that responds to the needs of all of the population” [emphasis added] yet the rich have gotten richer and the Mayans still live in extreme poverty (USIP 1996).  The peace that was promised to the Mayan people was a peace “from the mouth, not peace from the heart,” as one Mayan man put it simply (Little, 2009, p.64).  It must be frustrating then for a Mayan to read—if he is lucky enough to be literate—billboards all along the Pacific Highway featuring the faces of white politicians and their messages of a peaceful and just Guatemala, or to get a one-Quetzal coin from a tourist with the Spanish word for peace elaborately inscribed on the back as part of a stylized dove just below the legend “Firm and Durable Peace.”  
Clearly, those in power in Guatemala have been unwilling to accept the redistribution of power that would inevitably result from the major economic, political, social, and cultural change needed to fulfill that which was promised to the Mayan people.  They must therefore help themselves and the best way to do so is to develop a strong, cohesive political voice and to engage Guatemala’s democratic institutions, something they have failed to do thus far.  According to the Guatemalan government, 38.4 percent of the Guatemalan population is indigenous yet they comprise only 10 percent of Guatemala’s unicameral legislature.  In departments like Alta Verapaz where the total population is 89 percent indigenous, only three of their nine representatives are Mayan and similar scenarios can be found throughout the country (Blas 2010).  This demonstrates the inability of Mayans to effectively organize politically even as Bolivia, a country with similar demographics, inspired the indigenous world with the election of their first indigenous president, Evo Morales, in 2006 (Baird 2008).  The Mayan people face a problem that is not uncommon to many indigenous communities and one that has had particularly damaging consequences in Guatemala and throughout Latin America.  It is a problem of identity.  It is this identity crisis that is at the core of the Mayan people’s political failure and their stagnant socioeconomic development, a crisis that has left them without a voice and a political presence.
Who are the Maya?  It is a question that has been left unanswered by government officials, academics, and Mayans alike.  Most countries, including Guatemala, extend the title of indigenous only to those who speak an indigenous language (de la Peña, 2005, p.728).  This, however, leaves the indigenous population severely underrepresented in census information because many Mayans no longer speak their ancestoral languages.  For example, Mayans are actually estimated to be closer to 60 percent of the total population, a drastically different figure than the one previously mentioned and one that makes Mayan representation, or lack thereof, in Congress even more alarming.  This discrepancy is characteristic of a tendency on the part of non-indigenous people to criticize that a “particular set of behaviors is nontraditional and therefore inauthentic” (Jackson & Warren, 2005, p.564).  In a sense, society has restricted the development of indigenous culture and demanded that it remain frozen in time while other cultures of the world are free to adapt and change.  This has forced Mayans either to choose between embracing modernity at the risk of losing their identities or preserving these identities and sacrificing development and progress.  However, to reduce this division to a traditional-modern dichotomy ignores the complex identity that many Mayans have adopted, one that is, according to Kearney and Varese, “neither wholly modern nor traditional indigenous” (1995, p.215).  As Nelson (1999) observes, many Mayans have coped with this identity struggle by assigning women the responsibility of preserving traditional life which allows Mayan men to more freely interact with modern society.  This is why Mayan women in the rural areas are dressed in bright, multicolored traditional dress while their husbands commonly wear a more modern attire of mainly denim with a cowboy-style hat.  In this way, women have been relegated to the very bottom of Mayan society and have essentially traded their individual rights in to protect the communal rights of Mayans.  Conflicting identities not only have cultural impacts but dire political consequences as well.  The political divisions arising from the Mayan identity crisis pose a much greater threat to Mayan progress and are therefore the focus of the remainder of this paper.  Most of these political divisions are the result of the inherent conflict between local and collective identity.   
Up until very recently, if one were to tell a K’iche’ man living in a remote part of Guatemala that he was Mayan, the likely response would be a look of confusion.  Traditionally, the indigenous people of Guatemala identify first with their town, then their ethnic group, and finally as indigenous as opposed to Ladino (Bocek, 2009, p.137).  For example, if this same K’iche’ man lived in the town of Santiago Momostenango in Western Guatemala, he would say he is a Momosteco, a K’iche’, and not a Ladino—the word Maya is noticeably absent.  In fact, there is no collective term for Maya in the traditional K’iche’ language; instead they only use the phrase ojer taq winaq which means “people of long ago” (Bocek, 2009, p.137).  Indeed, to many of Guatemala’s indigenous, the Mayans are people who died long ago, the K’iche’s, Mams, Tz’utujils, Kaqchikels, and countless others are what constitute the indigenous population.  Even neighboring villages are seen as competitors for land and resources rather than allies, making the elites who maintain the status quo merely a distant enemy.  This kind of fierce localism in indigenous communities translates to the observed weak national political presence.
In contrast, many indigenous activists advocate for greater national and transnational unity among Guatemalan’s indigenous population, a movement called pan-Mayanism.  The more radical pan-Mayanists advocate the creation of a separate Mayan nation or a unique brand of federalism based on regional Mayan languages within Guatemala (Jackson & Warren, 2005, p.562).  The majority, however, simply recognize the benefits of international organization, namely increased funding, more effective organization, and ultimately a greater consideration for indigenous identity and the legitimacy of their claims.  These international indigenous organizations periodically gather in large summits to discuss common policy objectives, philosophy, strategies, and to celebrate their common indigenous identities.  Most recently, Mayan leaders hosted the Third Continental Summit of Indigenous Peoples and Nationalities of Abya Yala, which is Kuna for “Continent of Life,” at the Iximché ceremonial site in Guatemala in March 2007 (Becker 2008).  One of the more practical proposals suggested at this summit was to drink local water only and to boycott Coca-Cola.  Even a seemingly realistic goal such as this failed to make any impact in the very country from which it arose.  As anyone who has ever traveled to Guatemala can attest, buildings are practically wall-papered with the famous Coca-Cola logo.  Red, mobile kiosks emblazoned with the logo and stocked with Coca-Cola products can be found in rural communities and at the few bus stops off the highway that take workers to their destinations.  The people behind the counter in these kiosks are typically Mayan and work right alongside tents where Mayan women entice hungry commuters with tortillas and other traditional foods.  Ultimately, whether or not the Mayan community upholds a Coca-Cola boycott is perhaps of little significance, but it demonstrates a crucial point: groups seeking to unite the indigenous community by appealing to a common Mayan identity hold little influence in the political lives of the typical Mayan.
The result has been the lack of an indigenous political party that has gained national popularity.  Instead, indigenous municipal governments, remnants of Spanish colonialism that work alongside the official, state-recognized governments, create what are called civic committees.  These committees are local, often temporary, political parties that are created as substitutes for the corrupt national parties (Smith, 2009, p.18).  However, candidates from these small parties are rarely victorious because the indigenous vote is generally split between the civic committee candidate and those of the more permanent leftist parties.  In essence, Mayans have been dividing and conquering themselves, the result of which has politically favored the Ladinos.  This common practice in municipal politics is representative of a much larger debate throughout the world of indigenous politics: how should the indigenous identify themselves politically, by class or by ethnicity?  Those of the ‘Indianist’ camp advocate the creation of a unique political party that embraces ethnic identity and reflects not only the economic interests of the indigenous, but their social and cultural interests as well (Becker, 2008, p.28).  On the other hand, those of the ‘Popular’ camp have a class-based approach that see the cooperation with current leftist wings as the most realistic avenue for economic change.  It was this latter approach that President Evo Morales of Bolivia employed in 2006 when he and his party, the Movement Toward Socialism (MAS), achieved the most decisive electoral victory in Bolivia’s democratic history (Baird 2008).  Either approach requires a great deal of political sophistication that can only be acquired through high levels of education.  Education is commonly referred to as the great equalizer and the improvements made in this area are what will ultimately lift the Mayan people out of poverty.  This must be the role of indigenous activists.   
	The good news for the Mayans is that progress has been made and the key actors in that progress have been Mayan organizations such as Majawil Q’ij, the National Indigenous and Farmer Coordination (CONIC), and the Council of Mayan Organizations of Guatemala (COMG) and international humanitarian organizations such as the Guatemala Solidarity Project (Yashar, 1998, p.26).  These groups work tirelessly with indigenous communities even when working on behalf of the Mayans is still a dangerous task, a statement that is supported by the recent murders of three peasant indigenous leaders near Livingston, Guatemala (GSP 2011).  Not only have these organizations fought to uphold the promises of the Peace Accords, including prosecuting those responsible for war crimes, but they have also worked closely to educate the Mayan people and provide essential services.  Critical functions of Mayan organizations have been the preservation of traditional Mayan culture and reconciling conflicting identities within the Mayan community.  This process must necessarily occur before political mobilization can hope to be effective.
	In essence, a phrase that is common among the indigenous in Guatemala and throughout Latin America reigns true: solo el pueblo puede salvar al pueblo, or “only the People can save themselves.”  Concrete remedies to the historic inequalities that have defined Guatemalan society must come from the Mayan people themselves through active engagement with Guatemala’s democratic institutions.  In order for Mayan interests to be heard, however, the various indigenous communities must consolidate their conflicting identities and organize around their common similarities to form a strong voice.  If Mayan and humanitarian organizations are committed to educating and advancing the status of the Mayan people and the international community holds the Guatemalan government accountable for its policies of political repression, the Mayan people may yet enjoy the peace that was once promised to them in 1996.  
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