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QUEZALTENANGO,

district, was still getting used to the .idea that he
- had achieved his quest for one of the 88 seats in
‘Guatemala's new Constituent Assembly.
“Do you think the politicians in the capital are
going to take us seriously? he asked, gesturing

- pointedly at the crude sandals and straw hats worn

by five peasant supporters visiting his placard- dec-
-orated campaign headquarters,

“It’s going to be 87 against one,” added Quixtan,

the first representative of an all-Indian political par-
ty ever to be elected to a natlonal cifice in Guate-

mala, “and the first thing we war: to do is to change -

the mentaiity of {32 other 87 assembly members o
that they know who we Indians are,”

In Guatemala City, Quixtan's victory attracted Ilt—
» tle attention, obscured by the national infighting and
coahtxon-buﬂdmg that followed the July 1 vote. But

if Guatemala’s old-line politicians are not already
- ‘taking Quixtan and his group very seriously, they ..

would seem to be making a'mistake, for anthropolo-
gists estimate that Indians make up more than 50
percent of this nation’s 7 million’ population, .
Spending less than $5,000 on a hastily impro-
vised contest for Quezaltenanago’s four Constituent
Assembly seats; Quixtan’s 90-day-old Peasant So-

~ cial Action Organization finished third in the popular .« he Vi _
vote, defeating all but one of Guatemala’s estab-* the assembly July 1. Two Quiche Indians and one
lished political parties. Its candidatés ran behind the

Christian Democyrats, tradltmnaily the strongest .

1

Guatemala—Mauricio .
Quixtan, the victoricus candidate of a new Indian-
~ led political group based in this western highlands -

party in the Indxan h:ghlands, and the new and well-
# financed Nartional Union of the Center.

“We gave the pohtxmans a lesson in politics,”
Qulxtan said.

. But more 1mpresswe tnau the' peasant group’s
unexpa,cted third-place finish i Quezaltenanago
province was its string of sclid pluralities in such
picturesque but impoverished moustain villages as
San Martin Chile Verde, Zunii, San Juan Ostuncalco,
San Miguel Siguila and Concepcujn Chiquirichapa.

tra

Among Guatemala’s most ditionally Indian
townships, these Quiche and Mam Indian commu-
nities—descendants of the  great Mayan civiliza-

* tion—during the past five ye::is; have been the

scene of intensive guerrilla recrliitment and orga-
nizational efforts and devastating jgovernment coun-
terinsurgency campaigns. According to diplomats

- and human rights groups, death squads have killed
thousands of Indians suspected o{ political activism,
and few experienced observers expected the Con-
stituent Assembly elections—an |abstract exercise
to most of Guatemala’s Indian majority-—to attract
many local volunteers,

Yet from Indian peasant ranks, the Peasant Social
Actlon Organization assembled an election- day task
force of 600 poll watchers and voting table workers.

“We were out there dressed just like we are now,

in sandals and sombreros,” Quixtan reported as co-

~workers laughed and nodded. “Nat one of us put on

a tie.” .
.Quixtan was not the only Indian to be voted into

Cakchiquel—who like - Quixtan
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campaigning in their native linguages, a surprisingly .

rare political tactic in this multifingual country=—were
elected on the Christian Democratic slate from the re-

gion made up of the highlands provinces of Totoni-

capan, Quiche and Chimaltenanago, .-

peasant organizaticn i cultivating grass-roots Indian;

support in Quessitenango provided perhaps the most. s
striking evidence yet of the emerging political aware- . Guatemalan Army’s civil
g v gIng po ent and ° that in the {ortified hamlets set up by the Army in for-

ness and independence zmong formerly. quiescent and
pliable Indian voters. The transformation was catalyzed

by their disruptive contacts with both  reform-..

preaching, rifle-toting leftist guerrillas and an Army at
first wantonly repressive but now intent on securing
Indian support. . 7

“‘By getting the Indians organized anc stirred up
about the need for change, the guerrillas did progres-
sive political forces a favor,” said Roberto Carpio Nj-
colle, Who headed the Christian Democratic ticket.
“The Indians are demanding that things' be done for
them, and the government can no longer count on co-
ercing their sepport.” : .

Quixtan’s election ensures that Indian cuitural and
political issues will be raised when the- assembly con-
venes next month to draw up a new constitution, Gua-
temala’s ninth since independence. Most Guatemalans
have some Indian ancestry; but those Indians who still
speak their native language-and follow iraditional cis-
toms historically have been.isolated from the main-
stream of political and economic life. EE

“We will insist on a recognition of the value of Mayan
culture,” including official status for all of Guatemala’s
23 indigenous languages, Quixtan said. - -
" Other Indian leaders are also demanding that local
languages and culture be accorded formal recoguition in
‘the new constitution. '

Demetrio Cojti Cuxil, a Belgian-educated anthropolo- . guage ‘education and Indian community development

- was highlighted in Februaary of iast year, when three-

gist of Cakchiquel origin, proposed in a political forum

«during the campaign that a “federal solution” be applied -
in Guatemala, with regional government business con- -

ducted in local languages and national affairs in Spanish.
- Carpio Nicolle said he planned to lobby for a similar

“decentralization” formula that would include district

Jparliaments corresponding roughly to the country’
- major ethnic regions,

- .

posals, citing practicat and philosophical objections.

“We can barely afford to run our courts and publish .

. Bovernment documents in Spanish, and I don’t see how

- we could possibly start doing it in a dozen other lan-
guages,” commented'a- Guatemalan political observer,
“Besides, Indians wha are literate are literate in Span-

- ish"’ ; . L . . :‘, .

Many traditional. politicians eomplained of “racism”

-when Gen. Efrain Rios Montt—overthrown last August -

in a palace revolt 17 months after assuming power in a.
coup—appointed Indian delegates to his advisory Coun-
cil of State. But many Indians appreciated Rios Montt's
gesture. : ‘ : ‘

“It was the first time we Indians have had represen-
tation,” said Juan, 2 Quiche school teacher from'Solola
province whose father, an assistant mayor, was kic-
naped and presumably- killed in October 1981 by gun-
men believed to be linked to security forces. He re-
quested that his last name not be published.

Frigntened by his father’s abduction, Juan at first
avoided political activity, but began working a&tivelv for

the Christian .Democrats this year, calling them “the
-party that i§ the most interested in indigenous people.”
:: The afmed forces, which despite the juiy 1 election
-remain Guatemala's dominant nclitizal institution, are

“also responding tc Indian demands for greater cuitural
. Tecognition and participation in the nation’s economic

But"the success of th¢ unaffiliated and self-financed | and political life; . |

-“For cénturies; thelndz.;ns were a‘tﬁ}i@;ﬁxieﬂ and ne-
glected,” said Col. Mario, Enrique Paiz Bolanos,. the
civilian affairs director. He noted

meriy guerrilla-occupied mountain districts, children
.are now sent to school to be taught in their own lan-

" guages through the fourth grade. . L
.. Col. Antonio Carballo Morales, militzry commander

.of Solola province, expressing .a view voiced more fre-
quextiy now by senior officers, said the Indians’ natural
conservitism, respect for authority and peasant “penny
capitalisra” make them natural allies of the anticommu-
nist fight. B :

“We are trying to encourage Indian culture, because
it is convenient for us,” he said, . .

But while the Army’s leadership may be revising its
attitudes toward Mayan folkways, it continues to rasist
incorporation of Indians into its ranks. Col. Carballo
estimated ‘hat “90 percent” of the more than 1,000
conscripts under his command are Indians—a percent-
age  corresponding closely to the demographics of
Solola. But he aiso reported that just four of his 60 sub-
ordinate officers are native Indian-language speakers, a
Pattern prevalent throughout the Army. .

. This is not-true of the Army’s leftist opposition, how-
ever, Col. Carballo said. The Revolutionary Organiza-
tion of the Peopie in.Arms, militarily the strongest of

the four allied guerrilla groups operating in the high-
lands;. now has 2,000 armed fighters, “almost all of
them Ihdians, including the leaders,” Col, Carballo said,

. The“Arniy's ambivalent attitude toward native-lan-

‘bilingual teachers—including a U.S. AID contract em-
“ploye—were shot “while attempting to escape” from a
military unit in the highiands, the armed forces re-
ported. The incident provoked a temporary suspension
of U.S. econcmic assistance. . .

-~ Eight months iater, another bilingual Indian educator

ORS.. ) - " was kidnaped and killed in circumstances that the U.S.
But many traditiona! partiés are resisting such pro- -

Embassy said “raise serious questions as to the possible
involvement of Guatemaian security forces.”

. In the most dramatic departure from past Army dis-
regard of the indigenous population, Indians across the
highlands are now obliged to participate in Army-run
o“cvilian seli-defense patrols,” village vigilante squads
that now claim 800,000 members. The patrols are a
cornerstone of a counterinsurgency strategy that also

_ includes a decentralized ‘military command network in

the western mountains, Civil patrols represent a radical
breaic with both’ the immediate past--when guerrilias
briefly ciaitned much of the region’s loyalty and terri-
tory—and the pattern of recent d=cades, when Indian
communities enjoyed considerable autonomy. Army
bases were concentrated in the cities and the eastern
lowlands, inhabited by Spanish-speaking Guatemalans.
But there is a growing Indian resentment against this
mandatory vigilante service, particularly among resi-
dents of remotz rural settlernents, Obliged to patrol

- through the night as often as avery three or four days,

they complain about the effects on their health and
worl - '



